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ABSTRACT 
 
This study examined one particular type of Professional Learning Community (PLC) 
called a Critical Friends Group (CFG).  School improvement experts strongly encourage 
educational leaders to cultivate Professional Learning Communities in schools; however, the 
problem arises in the assumption many school leaders hold that adults know how to learn 
together and how to effectively collaborate. Training for Critical Friends Groups is specifically 
designed to address this assumption as well as reveal to participants what the characteristics of a 
Professional Learning Community are and moreover what it requires to cultivate a true learning 
community. Therefore, the researcher examined how participants experienced a professional 
development program called a Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute. The purpose of the 
study was to understand the types of circumstances that lead to transformational learning for 
CFG participants and how participation in a CFG contributed to professionally significant, 
pivotal moments.  The methodology for this study was qualitative inquiry using a case study 
  
 
 
approach. The researcher utilized a variety of qualitative data collection strategies including 
participant observations, participant questionnaires, participant interviews, and document 
analysis during a five day professional development training program called a Critical Friends 
Group Coaches’ Institute.  The results of this study indicate that participation in a Critical 
Friends Group Coaches’ Institute provides educators with professionally significant 
transformational moments that work together to teach educators the skills and dispositions 
needed to be effective members of a PLC and contributing members to a collaborative culture. 
Moreover, the results of the study indicate that participation in a Critical Friends Group Coaches’ 
Institute reveals to participants what the characteristics of a Professional Learning Community 
are and what changes in their own educational practice and in their own school community need 
to take place in order to effectively build community in schools.  
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1 THE PROBLEM 
 School improvement experts consistently charge educational leaders with establishing 
Professional Learning Communities in schools citing that improving the collaboration and 
positive relationships among the adults in the building improves the culture of the school, and, 
consequently, student learning (Barth, 2001; Darling-Hammond, 1996; Dufour & Eaker, 2008, 
1998; Dufour & Fullan, 2013; DuFour, R., Eaker, R., DuFour, R., & Many, T., 2010; Drucker, 
1992; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Joyce & Showers, 1995; Killion and Hirsh, 2007; Kruse, 
Louis & Bryk, 1994; Lieberman and Miller, 2011; Louis, Kruse, & Raywind, 1996; Macdonald 
& Shirley, 2009; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Senge, 1990). Indeed, an overarching premise 
found in educational literature claims that improving school culture is the key to successful 
school change. Often, the recommendation is that school leaders cultivate Professional Learning 
Communities, commonly referred to as PLCs, in order to positively impact school culture (Barth, 
2001; Dufour & Eaker, 2008, 1998; DuFour, R., Eaker, R., DuFour, R., & Many, T., 2010; 
Dufour & Fullan, 2013; Dumas, 2010; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Killion and Hirsh, 2007). 
Unfortunately, PLC continues to remain a pejorative term for many educators. In fact, a 
disturbing trend has emerged in schools as an unintended consequence of the pervasive push 
from education experts toward establishing Professional Learning Communities (Thompson-
Grove, 2005; Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012).  
Too few educational researchers and too few professional development programs provide 
school based leaders with the practical tools and necessary facilitation skills to actually cultivate 
a professional learning culture. Consequently, without practical guidance and a deep 
understanding into the complexity of building an effective learning community, many school 
leaders simply place teachers on teams, require the teams to meet once or twice a week, call this 
group a “PLC” and then feel they have done their due diligence in cultivating a learning 
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community where teachers can improve their instruction and assessment practices (Dufour and 
Eaker, 2008; Hargreaves and Fullan, 2013). Essentially, many school leaders do not truly 
understand the characteristics of a learning community. As Fullan (2006) asserted, there are 
many examples of PLCs that are implemented superficially, without an awareness of the depth 
that is needed for producing an impact on learning. Moreover, as Hargreaves and Fullan 
acknowledged, PLC processes “have been imposed simplistically and heavy-handedly by 
overzealous administrators” (p. 128) resulting in teachers often feeling resentment toward the 
PLC mandate. Indeed, many school leaders lack the practical skills and overlook the pragmatic 
steps they must take in order to set up the structures and processes imperative for teachers to be 
able to effectively collaborate, engage in professional dialogue, and share their knowledge and 
expertise with each other.  
 
Research Questions 
 
This study offers one example of a teacher focused school improvement program 
described and interpreted through the voices of educators themselves. The following primary 
research questions and sub-questions guided the study.  
The primary research question is:  
How do educators participating in a 5-Day Critical Friends Group Coaches'   
 Institute conceptualize their experiences?  
The research sub-questions are:  
1) How do educators participating in a 5-Day Critical Friends Group Coaches' Institute  
  describe and interpret their experiences?  
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2) How do educators participating in a 5-Day Critical Friends Group Coaches' Institute  
  describe and interpret changes, if any, in themselves?  
3) How do educators participating in a 5-Day Critical Friends Group Coaches' Institute 
   describe and interpret changes, if any, in their learning community? 
 
Purpose  
Training for Critical Friends Groups (CFG) is specifically designed to address the 
assumption that adults know how to learn together as well as reveal to participants the 
characteristics of a Professional Learning Community (PLC) and what it requires to cultivate a 
true learning community (Bolam et al., 2005; Dufour & Eaker, 2008, 1998; Dufour & Fullan, 
2013; Kruse, Louis, & Bryk, 1994; Moore and Carter-Hicks, 2014; Stoll et al., 2006). Therefore, 
the purpose of this study was to examine how participants experienced a professional learning 
program called a Critical Friends Group Coaches' Institute and how participants’ experiences 
impacted the way they interpreted themselves and their roles as members of a Professional 
Learning Community. 
Significance of the Study 
In her comprehensive review of research on the impact of Critical Friends Groups, Key 
(2006) highlighted significant gaps in the research. First, she argued that while there is anecdotal 
evidence that participation in a CFG is transformational for participants, there is no research that 
has examined the types of circumstances that lead to pivotal professional moments for CFG 
participants and thus how participation in CFGs contribute to these significant transformational 
moments. A significant aspect, then, of studying a five day CFG Institute was the exploration 
and documentation of the pivotal moments of professional transformation in participants and the 
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types of circumstances that lead to "pivotal professional moments" (Key, 2006). Key also noted 
that most of the CFGs that have been studied are connected to the Coalition of Essential Schools 
and have not been studied separate from that large reform. In Georgia, most CFG Institutes are 
conducted separate from any large-scale reform effort, so this study is significant for CFG 
research in that regard as well. Finally, this study is significant for district and school-based 
educational leaders because it highlights the common mistake practitioners make of  assuming 
that placing teachers on team will be effective automatically when, in fact, teachers need to be 
trained how to work effectively on teams.  
 
Assumptions and Limitations 
As DuFour and Fullan (2013) described it, if school leaders are going to advocate for a 
learning communities approach, then they are obligated to create systematic structures that make 
teacher collaboration meaningful. They advocated that leaders must ensure that teachers have 
time available to meet during the contractual day, that clear priorities are established for teacher 
collaboration, that teams have the appropriate knowledge base available to make decisions, that 
training is provided and differentiated for teams, that teams have access to templates and models 
to inform their work, and that clear expectations are laid out for teams to use to assess the quality 
of their work. Too often, these structures are not in place, yet the term PLC is still used to 
describe the leadership intention. So, while school improvement experts consistently encourage 
educational leaders to cultivate Professional Learning Communities in schools, the problem 
arises in the assumption many school leaders hold that adults know how to learn together and 
how to effectively collaborate. Without explicitly teaching educators the skills and dispositions 
needed to create a collaborative culture, without purposefully and strategically altering long held 
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assumptions, beliefs, expectations and habits that represent the norm for most educators, 
attempts to implement the PLC process effectively will continue to fall short. Thus, the primary 
research questions that guided this study sought to expose and clarify the experiences necessary 
in order to teach educators how to collaborate and how to build community in schools.  
 
Overview of the Study 
 Discovering and defining my epistemology and theoretical perspective started with 
identifying my own assumptions and what I believe to be my purpose in my work and research 
regarding schooling and public education. My assumptions include that the interactions and 
relationships among the adults in a school building are central to the success and learning of the 
students in a school building. Furthermore, I believe learning is primarily a social activity and 
improving the culture of a school requires as much understanding, effort, and attention as 
curriculum, instruction, and assessment. With these assumptions and beliefs clearly articulated 
and at the forefront of my thinking, I have been able to identify my epistemology and theoretical 
perspective, an important part of my work as a researcher. My epistemology is constructionism, 
more specifically social constructionism. My theoretical framework is symbolic interactionism. 
Being able to make the statement above about my epistemology with any sense of clarity 
required intense reflection and is based on multiple readings of Crotty’s chapter entitled 
“Constructionism: The Making of Meaning” in his 1998 text entitled The Foundations of Social 
Research: Meaning and Perspective in the Research Process. While this chapter is filled with 
passages, phrases, citations, and allusions that all worked together to illuminate and clarify my 
understanding of social constructionism, the following passages were the most poignant in terms 
of my effort to clarify for readers why I embrace social constructionism. First, Crotty defined 
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constructionism as “the view that all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as such, is 
contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and out of interaction between human 
beings and their world, and developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (p. 
42). This definition encompasses so much of the core values and beliefs I hold in terms of 
learning being a social activity and knowledge being constructed as opposed to being discovered. 
Another essential point Crotty made is that constructionism takes the “object very seriously” (p. 
48). This is important for me as a researcher because I value the act of humans sharing multiple 
perspectives, differing interpretations, and various points of view, all skills that are highlighted 
during the CFG training. While I may value and even promote one interpretation or perspective 
over another, I most fundamentally value each individual’s need to understand and make his/her 
own claim about an object, experience, or belief. Consequently, I embrace Symbolic 
Interactionism as my theoretical perspective. The assumptions inherent in this theoretical 
perspective are that humans act toward things on the basis of meanings these things have for 
them, and these meanings are derived from social interactions of one with others (DeMarrais and 
Roulston, 2006). 
 I more specifically embrace social constructionism as my epistemology based on my 
intense interest in understanding culture (more specifically school cultures) and my deep belief 
that one is born into (inducted into) one’s culture, which has profound implications, often 
invisible, to the individual. Crotty explicated this notion precisely when he wrote, “social 
constructionism emphasizes the hold our culture has on us; it shapes the way in which we see 
things (even the way we feel things!) and gives us a quite definite view of the world” (p. 58). 
Finally, being able to distinguish the difference between constructionism and constructivism was 
important to me as a researcher during the process of identifying my epistemology. While Crotty 
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conceded that the terms in the literature are not always consistent, he offered the distinction that 
constructivism focuses on the meaning-making activity of the individual mind interacting with 
the world whereas constructionism focuses on the collective generation of meaning shaped by 
the conventions of language and other social processes (p. 58). Because of this distinction and 
clarification, I situate myself clearly with constructionism as I have a strong belief in the power 
of language as well as a strong belief that knowledge is constructed through social interactions 
which can be hindered or enhanced based on social processes in place in one’s culture or 
organization. Moreover, social interactionism desires to understand culture from the perspectives 
of the actors who interpret their world through and in social interaction and seeks to explain the 
set of understandings and symbols that give meaning to people’s interactions (DeMarris and 
Roulston, 2006). 
 A social constructionism epistemology with a symbolic interactionism theoretical 
perspective informs my work in that it explains why I desire to study Professional Learning 
Communities (PLCs) and the effect that a specific training program has on the teachers and 
administrators who construct the learning community. More specifically, I desire to understand 
the effect of the Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute training program on the knowledge, 
attitudes, skills, aspirations, and beliefs of the participants. I value shared and collective 
knowledge construction, so studying closely the process of how a group shares and makes 
meaning is of extreme interest to me. Because of my theoretical perspective, the research 
questions I pursued focused on illuminating and understanding the interpretations, interactions, 
practices, perceptions, and attitudes that worked together and interacted to define the culture of a 
learning community. My research uncovered how a specific professional development program 
called a Critical Friends Groups Coaches’ Institute affected the participants. I asked educators to 
8 
 
 
 
share how they perceived and constructed themselves and their learning throughout the course of 
the training, and I documented pivotal moments of change using the KASAB framework 
recommended by professional development expert, Joellen Killion (2008), executive director for 
Learning Forward (previously The National Staff Development Council). Joellen Killion’s 
Theory of Change model, referred to as KASAB, is described in her 2008 publication Assessing 
Impact: Evaluating Staff Development. Killion argued that it is important to track and understand 
what sort of changes and in what order change is occurring throughout professional development 
programs. She specifically encouraged researchers to track changes in: Knowledge, Attitude, 
Skills, Aspirations, or Behavior (KASAB). Killion’s KASAB conceptual framework guided my 
research coding and analysis and assisted me with framing my research questions as well as 
organizing the description of the data, the data collection and analysis. 
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2  REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 
 
 The high stakes accountability movement in public education has encouraged many 
educational leaders to focus their resources for school improvement efforts and professional 
learning programs on improving teacher knowledge and skills in their deficit areas of curriculum, 
instruction and assessment. What has resulted from this increased emphasis on standards-based 
instruction and standardized test scores is a significant increase in what McDonald and Shirley 
(2009) called alienated teaching. They described alienated teaching as “a consequence of ever-
intensifying new policy mandates at the district, state and federal levels that undermine 
[teachers’] own moral purpose and sense of efficacy” (p. 3).  
Indeed, in many schools, educational leaders are so focused on improving test scores that 
there has been an alarming decrease in the examination and focus on teacher efficacy and on 
what happens outside of the classroom, for example in the faculty meeting rooms, hallways, 
teacher’s lounge, and school parking lots. Stated more explicitly, school improvement efforts and 
professional learning programs do not often spend tremendous resources on either improving the 
school’s positive, professional, learning culture or improving the skills and dispositions needed 
in order for teachers to work effectively on teams in order to develop meaningful relationships 
and an effective professional community of adult learners. According to Dufour and Eaker 
(1998), the flaw in this approach is that individual learning does not ensure organizational 
learning or an enhanced ability to achieve common purpose (p. 262). Moreover, as PLC experts 
Dufour and Fullan (2013) argued, the implementation of the PLC process requires a systematic 
approach to changing school culture that is doable, but also undeniably difficult. There is a 
smaller body of PLC research related to a specific type of Professional Learning Community 
called a Critical Friends Group (CFG) that offers insight into how to cultivate the type of cultural 
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changes needed to establish a collaborative, professional culture, where teachers learn together, 
reflect and exchange ideas regarding the craft of teaching as members of community, 
(Armstrong, 2003; Careiso, 2005; Curry, 2003; Dunne and Honts, 1998; Dunne, Nave & Lewis, 
2000; Key, 2006; Kruse, Louis & Bryk, 1994; Little, Gearhart & Kafka, 2003; Louis, Kruse & 
Raywind, 1996; Kelley, 2012; Moore & Carter-Hicks, 2014; Nave, 2000; Newman & Wehlage, 
1995; Seaford, 2003; Theiss, 1998; Thompson-Grove, 2005; Williams, 2012); however, 
establishing such a collaborative learning culture is complex work and often implemented poorly 
(Dufour & Eaker, 2008; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012).  
Hargreaves (1994) pointed to this concern arguing that rather than providing teachers 
with the resources for meaningful collaboration, often educational leaders mandate structural 
reforms without any accompanying attention to culture, which inadvertently creates a kind of 
“contrived collegiality” that serves to only reinforce teacher cynicism (p. 186). Indeed, the 
cynicism that has emerged among teachers regarding “collaboration” and “Professional Learning 
Communities” is disconcerting and due in large part to poor implementation as well as the 
recurring pattern of educational leaders trying to implement structural changes without intensely 
focusing on shifting the school culture (DuFour and Eaker, 2008; Dufour & Fullan, 2013; 
Dumas, 2010; Hirsh and Killion, 2007). As Curry (2008) distinctly pointed out, educational 
reformers often over simplify “how teacher communities function, thereby obscuring the 
complex cultural, organizational, political, and interpersonal dynamics at play within different 
kinds of teacher communities” (p. 737). 
 Cultivating a Collaborative Culture 
Dufour and Eaker (2008) defined a school’s culture as the assumptions, beliefs, values, 
expectations, and habits that constitute the norm for a school’s staff. Dufour (2002) chose the 
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metaphor of cultivating a garden to describe the complex process of cultivating a school’s 
culture. He wrote, “a garden is non-linear with some elements dying out as others are being born. 
A garden is influenced by both internal and external factors. Its most vital elements occur 
underground and are not readily visible. Most importantly, a garden is fragile and very high 
maintenance.” Thus, as this metaphor illustrates, building a learning culture is an ongoing, ever 
changing process that requires consistent, skilled and focused attention. Unfortunately, too few 
educational leaders give this complex process the attention it deserves despite the abundant 
literature on the imperative of establishing learning cultures in schools and the consistent rhetoric 
that establishes the understanding that improving collaboration and positive relationships 
between the adults in the building improves the culture of the school and student learning (Barth, 
2001; Darling-Hammond, 1996; Dufour & Eaker, 2008, 1998; DuFour, R., Eaker, R., DuFour, 
R., & Many, T., 2010; Dufour & Fullan, 2013; Drucker,1992; Joyce & Showers, 1995; Killion 
and Hirsh, 2007; Kruse, Louis & Bryk, 1994; Louis, Kruse, & Raywind, 1996; Macdonald & 
Shirley, 2009; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Senge, 1990).  
Indeed, an overarching ideology in educational research signifies that improving school 
culture is the key to successful school change. For example, Fullan (in Sparks, 2003) argued that 
when educational leaders “fail to focus on changing the culture of a school,” reform efforts will 
not be imbedded and consequently will fail. Thus, when developing a school improvement plan 
that intends to improve teacher practice and student learning, it is imperative to understand and 
improve the culture of the school, particularly in regard to teacher efficacy and faculty 
relationships. True school reform requires the knowledge, skills, and effort of the entire school 
community. A gap in the literature lies in the practical steps and pragmatic guides school-based 
leaders can take to set up the structures and processes needed to encourage teachers to work in 
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collaboration, engage in professional dialogue, and share their knowledge and expertise with 
each other. As outlined, educational literature abounds that stresses how important it is to 
establish a positive, professional school culture, and often the recommendation is that school 
leaders cultivate Professional Learning Communities (PLCs); however, there are too few 
educational researchers and too few professional development programs providing school based 
leaders with the practical tools and necessary facilitation skills to actually cultivate such a 
culture. Without practical guidance and a deep understanding into the complexity of building an 
effective learning community, many school leaders simply place teachers on teams, call the 
teams PLCs and believe they have done their due diligence in cultivating a learning culture. 
Dufour and Eaker (2008) addressed this issue directly stating that because,  
The team structure is so essential to creating the collaborative culture of a PLC, it 
is important that educators come to a common understanding of the meaning of 
the word team. Bringing a group of teachers together on a regular basis does not 
make them a team. Asking them to work on the same task does not make them a 
team. Even working toward the same goal may not make them a team. (p. 179)  
 
In actuality, building collaborative teams is extremely hard work and requires strategic 
effort and specialized skills (DuFour & Eaker, 2008; Dufour & Fullan, 2013; Eaker, R., DuFour, 
R., & Many, T., 2010; Gideon, 2002; Hargreaves, 2003; Hirsh and Killion, 2007; Hord, 2004; 
Joyce, 2004; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001; Schmoker, 2004). Educators have to work to build 
effective teams where collegial relationships flourish in schools if we hope to have school 
cultures where effective instructional strategies can be imbedded. Fullan suggested that, “the 
single factor common to successful change is that relationships improve. If relationships 
improve, schools get better” (Sparks, 2003). Thus, a crucial component of building effective 
teams and establishing a positive school culture is the willingness of teachers to be observed, 
observe others, and engage in conversations aimed at analyzing pedagogical practice. 
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Essentially, school reform works when there is focused attention on improving curriculum and 
instruction, and this requires teachers to examine, together, what and how they teach (WestEd, 
2000). Just as importantly, though, teachers must be encouraged to examine how others teach 
and practice new strategies in their classrooms. In fact, Joyce (1998) argued that a new 
instructional technique must be implemented at least fifteen times before it can be imbedded. 
Such conversations regarding the art and craft of teaching require teachers to trust one another 
enough to observe each other and talk openly about their work. This ability to open oneself and 
one’s classroom up to the critical comments, perceptions and reflections of other adults in the 
building is no easy call to action and assumes teacher efficacy, teacher expertise and collegial 
trust. In fact, breaking down the detrimental tradition of teacher isolation is one of the most 
formidable barriers to school improvement (DuFour and Eaker, 2008; DuFour & Fullan, 2013; 
Hord, 2004; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Lortie, 1975). 
 In an interview with Sparks, Barth (2002) expressed that “when we value craft 
knowledge, we develop a school culture hospitable to learning. A central part of the work of the 
school based reformer is to find ways to honor, reveal, exchange, and celebrate the craft 
knowledge that resides in every schoolhouse.” One way to set the foundation of a learning 
culture is to explicitly ask teachers to identify an area of expertise. Hirsh and Killion (2007) 
highlighted Dall’Alba and Sandberg’s definition of expertise as “a teacher’s ability to learn from 
analysis of practice in collaboration with others using student results as the standard for 
excellence” (p. 87). However, identifying teacher expertise is only the beginning of the process. 
In order to ensure that teachers’ craft knowledge and expertise are revealed and shared, 
educational leaders must set the expectation and then provide the time, opportunities and training 
for teachers to be able to exchange and share their knowledge and skills with other teachers in 
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the building. Fullan (2001) argued that “knowledge sharing and construction is the hallmark of 
21
st
 century educators. Hirsh and Killion (2007) agreed, believing that “using their collective 
expertise, teachers have the capacity to solve most of the challenges they face in ways that are 
contextually appropriate and frequently independent of additional resources” (p. 88). This 
exchange of ideas will help to create meaningful professional relationships which are just as 
important as student achievement. Barth advocated, “What leaders can do is help create a culture 
that places as high a value on our relationships with one another and what we can learn from one 
another as it does on getting youngsters to high performance” (Sparks, 2002). This notion of 
valuing relationships within a school provides segue to another element of cultivating a learning 
culture, that is, the deprivatization of practice.  
We want teachers to implement research based instructional strategies, but as Joyce 
noted, “it’s very difficult to get classroom implementation of new practices when you’re offering 
things to people who work as individuals” (Sparks, 1998). Dufour (2003) added to this 
commentary when he facetiously expressed, “I am unaware of any credible research that 
suggests the best strategy for school improvement is to ensure that every teacher works in 
isolation.” Sadly, that is what teachers often do. In fact, many teachers have misinformed 
perceptions of what sort of teaching and learning is occurring in the classrooms of the teachers in 
their same building, on their same hallway (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). Such private 
practice is detrimental to the quality of learning in the school, both student learning and adult 
learning. This common culture of isolation in the teaching profession adds additional barriers to 
reform efforts striving to improve collegial relationships and collaboration. Essentially, too often, 
school administrators assume that adults in the building already know how to learn together and 
how to interact productively on collaborative teams; however, that adults know how to learn 
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together is an assumption and one that is too often made with detrimental consequences to 
educational leaders’ benevolent intentions to cultivate Professional Learning Communities 
(PLCs), which are hailed as structures school leaders should implement to increase student 
learning. 
What is a Professional Learning Community? 
 What, then, is a Professional Learning Community (PLC)? The term PLC refers to a 
group of people sharing and critically interrogating their practices in an on-going reflective, 
collaborative, learning oriented way (Toole and Lewis, 2002). Hord, a recognized expert on and 
prolific writer regarding PLCs, defined a Professional Learning Community as:  
One in which the teachers in a school and its administrators continuously seek and 
share learning, and act on their learning. The goal of their actions is to enhance 
their effectiveness as professionals for students’ benefit, thus, this arrangement 
may also be termed communities of continuous inquiry and improvement. (1997, 
p. 1) 
 
Additionally, in one large-scale, multisite study of professional learning in which the researchers 
investigated the question of whether PLCs are worth promoting, Bolam, McMahon, Stoll, 
Michael, and Wallace (2005) defined eight characteristics of a PLC including such key elements 
as shared values, vision and norms, mutual trust, respect and support, openness, networks and 
partnerships, inclusive membership, collective responsibility for student learning, reflective 
professional inquiry, collaboration focused on learning, and group as well as individual 
professional learning. DuFour and Eaker (1998, 2002, 2008) offered similar characteristics of 
PLCs including shared mission, vision and values, collective inquiry, collaborative teams, action 
orientation and experimentation, continuous improvement, and results orientation. These 
characteristics of PLCs neither magically appear in schools nor flourish easily, and before such 
characteristics may evolve, an intense focus on understanding and improving the school’s culture 
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must be a focus for school improvement. In support of this claim is a study conducted by the 
Center on Organization and Restructuring of Schools, which examined twenty-four schools 
across the United States that had demonstrated progress in organizational restructuring. Two of 
their research findings important for this dissertation study include data suggesting that teachers’ 
sense of professional community is a primary factor associated with responsibility for student 
learning and findings that suggest most national, state and local policies designed to increase 
teacher’s job performance are misdirected and should emphasize changing climate and culture 
(Louis, 1994).  
Another study conducted by Kruse, Louis and Bryk (1994) illuminated the benefits that 
schools enjoy when they develop strong professional communities; furthermore, these 
researchers discussed the structures, conditions, and resources imperative for sparking and 
developing professional community in schools. Their findings were based on survey data 
collected from fifteen restructuring schools studied by the Center on Organization and 
Restructuring of Schools at the University of Minnesota. The authors stated that the schoolhouse 
must be the focus of school reform and thus their research focused on professional communities 
firmly embedded in the school, in contrast to communities fostered by professional networks and 
other larger reform organizations beyond the school. They argued that a “school-based 
professional community can offer support and motivation to teachers as they work to overcome 
the tight resources, isolation, time constraints and other obstacles they commonly encounter in 
schools” (Kruse et al., 1994, p. 4). They went on to identify five critical elements of strong 
professional learning community in schools: (a) reflective dialogue, (b) de-privatization of 
practice, (c) collective focus on student learning, (d) collaboration, and (e) shared norms and 
values. Moreover, they identified the conditions that must be met in order for the five critical 
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elements to be cultivated in the school: (a) time to meet and talk, (b) physical proximity, (c) 
interdependent teaching roles, and (d) communication structures and teacher empowerment. 
Furthermore, they identified the social and human resources that must be fostered to enhance 
professional community: (a) openness to improvement, (b) trust and respect, (c) cognitive and 
skill base, and (d) supportive leadership and socialization. The research findings from the study 
derived from the analysis of survey data of only fifteen schools, and the researchers 
acknowledged that the sample size was small. One intriguing finding in their study is that high 
schools in particular face greater challenges concluding that “high school educators must work 
harder to forge bonds across departments if they are to move forward toward meaningful school-
wide goals” (Kruse et al., p. 6).  
Another finding of Kruse, et al. is that school size does not seem to be a significant factor 
in the level of professional community observed but gender does seem to be a factor in that 
schools with a larger percentage of women on the faculty tend to develop a stronger sense of 
professional community. According to Kruse, et al., “women tend to pay more attention to 
interpersonal relations than men typically do, and women are more likely to cooperate and 
encourage the development of community” (Kruse, et al., p. 6). The researchers concluded that, 
“human resources…are more critical to the development of professional community than 
structural conditions” (Kruse, et al, p. 6). This study lends credence to scholars and educators 
such as Barth, Hargreaves, MacDonald & Shirley who argued that structural elements receive 
too much emphasis in school reform and attention to improve culture, climate, and interpersonal 
relationships receive too little attention. Kruse, Louis and Bryk’s article was a seminal cry in the 
1990’s for an increased emphasis on building professional learning communities in schools – a 
reform effort that is still popular today yet no less challenging. 
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 Establishing professional learning communities in schools essentially is about positively 
changing school climate and culture and improving relationships and communication among the 
adults in a school (Barth, 2001; Darling-Hammond, 1996; Dufour & Eaker, 2008, 1998; Dufour, 
R., DuFour, R., Eaker, R. & Many, T., 2010; Dufour & Fullan, 2013; Drucker,1992; Joyce & 
Showers, 1995; Killion and Hirsh, 2007; Kruse, Louis & Bryk, 1994; Louis, Kruse, & Raywind, 
1996; Macdonald & Shirley, 2009; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Senge,1990). School 
administrators and teachers must begin by learning how to establish an effective professional 
learning community. The emphasis must shift and educators must be willing to learn, unlearn 
and relearn how to collaborate together in teams, in other words how to participate as members 
of community. 
Critical Friends Groups 
 How do educators learn the skills and dispositions needed to be members of a 
professional learning community? One of the most effective ways seems to be participation in a 
professional development process called a Critical Friends Group (Caresio, 2005; Curry, 2003, 
2008; Key, 2006; Kelley, 2012; Moore & Carter-Hicks, 2014; Nave, 2000; Thompson-Grove, 
2005; Williams, 2012). A Critical Friends Group (CFG) is a particular type of school-based 
professional learning community with a foundational belief that teachers must lead school 
change and school improvement (Curry, 2008). In contrast to reform efforts that have emerged in 
the current high-stakes accountability climate of education, which tend to alienate teachers by 
treating them as technicians to implement ideas of others, CFGs stand apart by honoring the 
expertise of teachers and asking teachers to construct their own learning through a cycle of 
inquiry, reflection and action. 
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 In 1995, the Annenberg Institute for School Reform at Brown University initiated The 
Nation School Reform Faculty (NSRF), a network of educators committed to pursuing adult 
learning in the service of student achievement. Originally, the Annenberg Institute funded the 
work of NSRF including the training of Critical Friends Group coaches who were members of 
faculties in schools that applied to become participants in the NSRF program. The original NSRF 
developers had formerly worked as the professional development team for the Coalition for 
Essential Schools (CES), and one of the core philosophies of CES was that teachers and 
principals in local schools know what their needs are and do not need outside experts mandating 
particular pedagogical practices or specific teaching strategies (Nave, 2000). Therefore, the 
foundational aspect of NSRF is in regard to process as opposed to content. NSRF started as an 
initial cohort of eighty Critical Friends Groups (CFGs) in sixty schools in 1995, grew to more 
than 1000 CFGs in nine hundred schools by 2002 and has since grown into a much larger 
network of educators “consisting of tens of thousands of practitioners in schools and districts 
across the nation, operating out of 39 regional Centers of Activity in 26 States” (NSRF, 2007). 
Bill Nave was hired near the end of the first year of NSRF in order to evaluate the effectiveness 
of the program, and his priority before designing the evaluation was to understand the theory 
underpinning the program. With Nave’s guidance, NSRF crafted and refined their Theory of 
Action. Nave (2000) described this foundational theory of action and highlighted the expected 
outcomes of CFG work as the original designers intended: 
CFG work is expected to create a strong professional collegial community that 
will support its members as they reflect on their work, both individually and 
collectively. This reflection and discussion is expected to result in the creation of 
new professional knowledge about teaching and learning. As this new knowledge 
is created, teachers are expected to apply it by modifying their pedagogy. 
Teachers will then have…peer observation and examination of student work to 
provide evidence about student learning in response to their changed teaching. 
This peer feedback on their teaching and close examination of student work is 
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expected to lead to cognitive dissonance. The result is expected to be a more 
focused and more reflective attempt at improving their practice. This recursive 
cycle will lead to continuous improvement in CFG teachers’ practice, with the 
practice becoming more adaptive over time. (p. 9) 
 
In January of 2000, NSRF relocated to Harmony Education Center. The location, staff, and 
budgetary privileges NSRF enjoyed through Annenberg ended, and as the organization has 
grown and expanded, aspects have changed; however, NSRF claims to remain rooted in its core 
beliefs. Gene Thompson-Grove, one of the 1995 founding members of NSRF, captured the 
essence of what it means to be a member of a Critical Friends Group in an inspirational keynote 
speech delivered at the first annual National School Reform Faculty Winter Meeting. The NSRF 
Winter Meeting is an annual conference experience different from most any other as conference 
attendees are inducted into a learning community for the duration of the conference and spend 
their time together engaging in examining authentic student and adult work and conducting peer 
observations about facilitation.  
Thompon-Grove (2005) exclaimed that participation in a Critical Friends Group is one of 
the few reform efforts that empower teachers to assume leadership in issues that truly matter in 
their schools and districts. The most poignant language Thompson-Grove expressed in her 
speech that captures the fundamental spirit of CFGs reads: 
In NSRF, we believe that there is an enormous amount of untapped expertise in schools –  
that teachers, kept isolated from each other by structures and strong cultural norms, need  
and deserve access to the time and processes that will help them to learn with and from  
each other. (p. 5)  
Thompson-Grove recognized that the beliefs of the educators in NSRF go against the norms of 
the education profession – norms that “implicitly communicate that by the end of our second 
year of teaching, we should stop asking for help, and should at least pretend that we know 
everything we need to know” (Thompson-Grove, p. 5) The author also highlighted other beliefs 
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that underlie NSRF and CFGs such as: (a) making it a habit to unearth assumptions, (b) making 
our most challenging problems about students public, (c) being comfortable with being 
uncomfortable, (d) slowing down long enough to become reflective practitioners, (e) gaining a 
capacity for ambiguity, and (d) learning to frame good questions.  
Thompson-Grove also described key aspects of CFGs that distinguish CFGs from other 
teams of teachers. Members of CFGs keep students and their learning at the center, make time 
for reflective dialogue, value collaboration and inquiry, pay attention to the norms, values and 
decisions that drive the work, and they assume that everyone in the group will make their 
practice public. She also illuminated the importance of protocols to assist in building trust in a 
learning community and distinguished protocol use in CFGs from using protocols as icebreakers 
and team builders. This distinction is integral to the work of building collaborative cultures. The 
author spoke to the notion that there are only participants in CFGs – it is essential that 
individuals do the work. Essentially, she articulated a disturbing trend in the push toward 
establishing professional learning communities. She stated, “as our work expands and grows, it 
has been more and more difficult to maintain high standards of quality for our work – to stay true 
to what we know – to hold on to our principles” (Thompson-Grove, p. 7). This emphasis on 
maintaining fidelity to the work is what research of CFGs can help educators explore. 
  Over the past several decades, research studies have been commissioned to study Critical 
Friends Groups and individual researchers have studied CFGs as well (Armstrong, 2003; Dunne 
and Honts, 1998; Dunne, Nave & Lewis, 2000; Little, Gearhart, Curry, Kafka, 2003; Kelley, 
2012; Moore & Carter-Hicks, 2014; Seaford, 2003; Theiss, 1998; Tice, 1999; Van Soelen, 
Williams, 2012). For example, in order to provide concrete information about how, and how 
well, CFGs were working, the Annenberg Institute for School Reform commissioned a two year 
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study of CFGs that was started during the 1997-98 school year to determine the effectiveness in 
meeting both interim and long-term objectives. The Annenberg Institute conducted a theory-
based evaluation, which assumes that every program is based on a theory about how and why it 
will work. The theory underpinning Critical Friends Groups is that teachers seek each other’s 
advice about professional issues and problems, and as members of CFGs, teachers can count on 
most staff members to help out anywhere, anytime (Little, Gearhart & Kafka, 2003). 
Armstrong (2003) explored Critical Friends Groups (CFGs) at three urban, mid-western 
high schools, each with a population of 1000-1500 students. This study was imbedded in the 
larger study that the Annenberg Institute initiated in the fall of 1995. The larger National School 
Reform Faculty (NSRF) evaluation design included collecting interview and observation data 
once a year for three years from five teachers each in fifteen schools. Armstrong’s study 
complemented this larger data collection by providing a more in-depth case study of nine 
teachers in three urban schools where each school was in its second year of implementation of 
the program. Armstrong’s study sought to answer three questions: What were the experiences of 
reflective practice and collegiality for participants in three CFGs? What particular activities 
supported reflective practice or collegiality? How can reflective practice and collegiality be more 
effectively supported? Significantly, Armstrong defined reflective practice as “the process of 
learning within the context of one’s work which includes problem setting, inquiry, reframing and 
experimentation…it includes both reflection about one’s practice as well as action or practice 
based on that reflection” (p. 194). The nine teachers in the study committed to two years in 
which they met monthly with 7-15 other teachers to (1) discuss issues related to their personal 
teaching practice (2) observe and be observed by a peer partner monthly and (3) develop a 
portfolio that documented change in their practice. 
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 Armstrong (2003) concluded that despite significant differences in school climate, each 
CFG program was able to assist teachers in building collegiality and supporting reflective 
practice (p. 194). A finding and significant limitation of CFGs in this study was that “the 
program was more successful in supporting reflection activities than it was at supporting 
changed practice” (p. 195). One of Armstrong’s conclusions was that a weakness of CFGs is that 
the reflection does not translate to a change in practice – and although there is a built-in portfolio 
component intended to provide accountability to this end, the portfolio was not effective in 
Armstrong’s contexts. Moreover, Armstrong concluded that a weakness in CFGs is that the level 
of conversation often remains at a topical, technical level. Interestingly, one of the topics 
Armstrong did not refer to in the study is that of the teams going through the process of 
developing norms. In CFGs, the development of shared norms is integral to actually pushing the 
conversation deeper and assisting participants with moving the work to more rigorous, honest 
and meaningful levels; without emphasis on this component of norm development, the topical, 
technical level of the conversations will persist. Ultimately, Armstrong (2003) concluded that 
success in a CFG depends on the degree to which group participants are able to keep the program 
meaningful and rigorous.  
 Curry’s (2005) research study investigated how teachers’ professional inquiry 
communities at the high school level constitute a resource for school reform and professional 
development. Specifically, Curry studied six Critical Friends Groups in a single comprehensive 
high school using video-based, qualitative methods and multi-case study design. Interestingly, 
the study encompassed data from six CFG groups but focused most fully on the complex social 
and organizational dynamics at play within one focal CFG determined to be a case of mature 
practice. The research questions for the study were: 1) How do CFGs construct their joint work? 
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2) What kinds of teacher development opportunities are constructed through CFG practice? 3) 
What possibilities and limitations reside in CFG practices that might influence the potential of 
these groups to serve as engines for instructional improvement and/or school wide reform? This 
case study indicated that CFGs promote collegial ties across departments and curricular 
coherence. The CFGs were not productive as the staff perceived diminishing returns over time. 
Of interest to note is that these were mandatory CFGs, which according to many educators who 
support this work, undermine the spirit of a true CFG. Curry (2005) concluded that CFGs were 
insufficient as a resource for transforming a high school. Curry’s study added to the development 
of this dissertation inquiry because it highlighted a common pitfall of school administrators 
mandating that teachers be in a “PLC” without providing the proper training or coaching for 
teachers regarding how to be in a PLC, specifically facilitation skills. Simply putting educators 
together on a team and calling the group a PLC, or CFG, is highly problematic and certainly 
worth further investigation and research. As Curry noted, “despite members’ apparent preference 
for teacher-managed professional development, evidence suggested that CFGs suffered from 
members’ (especially coaches’) lack of expertise with regard to both content matter and group 
facilitation processes” (p. 283-284). The need for skilled facilitation is certainly an area worth 
further investigation because without skilled facilitation, the ability to implement CFGs with 
fidelity is compromised. 
 Van Soelen (2003) engaged in a qualitative research study examining a Critical Friends 
Group made up of six novice teachers in a suburban Georgia middle school. This study sought to 
explore what happens when a CFG of novice teachers is honored for each member’s individual 
inquiries. The unique element of this study is that one of the initial members, Polly, decided to 
quit her membership in the CFG after only one meeting. Therefore, Van Soelen was able to 
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juxtapose Polly’s experiences as an isolated novice teacher with the collaborative, supportive 
experiences of the novice teachers who chose to participate in a specific learning community 
called a CFG. These paralleled stories worked to illuminate the support CFGs can offer. 
Essentially, this particular CFG, led by a skilled facilitator, functioned as a reciprocal mentoring 
community for novice teachers. 
 Careiso’s (2005) qualitative case study examined the perspectives of seven participants of 
one Critical Friends Group in a suburban middle school, specifically investigating how 
involvement in a CFG learning community affected teacher members’ perspectives of their 
pedagogy. The members of this CFG selected a specific district goal as a yearlong meeting 
focus. Members of the group met monthly, discussed instruction, analyzed student and adult 
work and conducted peer observations. Careiso’s study explored the following questions: One, 
how do members of the Critical Friends Group think participating in the group has affected the 
pedagogy of the other members? Two, how has the Critical Friends Group affected members’ 
perspectives of their own classrooms? The research findings were that membership of the group 
affected each member by giving them new ideas, strategies, and constructive feedback and 
“turned their teaching philosophy and views of teaching completely around for them” (p. 111). 
 Several statements made by Careiso (2005) regarding her study were problematic. For 
example, in chapter one, Careiso wrote, “the main purpose of a CFG is to change teachers’ 
practices the first year and affect whole-school change during the second year” (p. 1). This is not 
what the NSRF Theory of Action outlines for the intended purpose of a CFG (Nave, 2000). 
Additionally, Careiso wrote, “no research has been conducted that examines only one CFG or 
looks closely at the perspectives of each participant.” This inaccurate statement misrepresents the 
research on CFGs since, in 2003, Van Soelen’s study did investigate one CFG and looked 
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closely at its participant’s perspectives. Additionally, Careiso (2005) questioned the two-year 
Annenberg study of CFGs citing that it “had deficits in pinpointing weaknesses or strengths 
because of the diversity of each group” (p. 8). Again, Careiso seemed not to represent the 
intended spirit and philosophy of CFGs, since valuing different perspectives and using structured 
protocols to uncover divergent perspectives is a hallmark of a CFG. Ultimately, Careiso’s (2005) 
dissertation seemed to be quite formulaic, lacked an individualized, authentic voice and did not 
seem to build on previous CFG research findings.   
Williams’ (2012) mixed methodology study examined what impact, if any, the 
implementation of the Critical Friends Group PLC model would have on teachers’ perceptions of 
their school as a professional learning community, on professional growth and development, 
instructional practices, and student achievement of teachers in a small, urban, high school in the 
mid-south. The specific research questions assumed that change would occur and were 
articulated in this manner:  
1. What changes in teachers’ perceptions of their school as a professional  
 learning community occurred as a result of teacher participation in a CFG? 
2. What changes in professional growth and development occurred as a  
 result of teacher participation in a CFG? 
3. What changes in instructional practices occurred as a result of teacher 
 participation in a CFG?  
4. What changes in student achievement occurred as a result of teacher  
 participation in a CFG?  
Quantitative results from Williams’ study revealed that there were some changes in 
teachers’ perception of their school as a professional learning community. Major areas of change 
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included reflective dialogue, de-privatization of practice, cognitive skill base and interdependent 
teaching roles. Qualitative results revealed that a majority of the teachers had changed their 
perception of their school as a PLC, and that CFGs created a more cohesive community among 
teachers. Additionally, all teachers interviewed reported changes in their professional growth and 
development and changes in some aspect of their instructional methods and approaches to 
classroom dilemmas. The results were inconclusive on the impact of CFGs on student 
achievement in this study. Importantly, Williams’ study reinforced that the implementation of 
PLCs through the CFG model “provides a structured framework to begin the process of 
reorganizing schools into learning communities.” (p.119) 
One specific finding from Williams’ study important for this research study is that 
participation in a CFG increases the effectiveness of group processes and self-managing teams. 
Williams’ analysis of the data indicated that teacher collaboration was heightened and that CFGs 
promoted group problem solving processes such as information sharing and building 
commitment to instructional changes and decisions. (p. 120) An important detail in Williams’ 
research design that cannot be underestimated in this field of study is the number of trained CFG 
coaches who were part of the school’s implementation of CFGs. The researcher, Williams, 
served as an Assistant Principal in the school and coordinated that thirteen faculty members and 
herself attended a Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute prior to implementation of CFGs in 
the school. Moreover, Williams created five groups of faculty members to implement 
interdisciplinary CFGs, and each of the five groups included two trained CFG coaches. 
According to Williams, “the coaches used protocols learned during training to facilitate the 
meetings and to ensure a democratic process took place.” (p. 95) Additionally, Williams 
scheduled periodic coaches meetings between CFG meetings to assess progress and determine 
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the level and type of support needed. Williams understood the skills and dispositions necessary 
to successfully implement the CFG model for building professional learning communities in 
schools. Consequently, she took steps in her school to ensure that there would be a higher level 
of successful implementation. Essentially, she did not assume that the adults in her school knew 
how to collaborate effectively. Although the need for trained CFG facilitators was not an explicit 
recommendation in her summary of her research findings, Williams’ belief in this practice was 
certainly implicit in the design of her study.  
Kelley’s (2012) study used a narrative inquiry approach to examine her work with 
Critical Friends Groups over the span of a decade. Kelley analyzed collaboration and reflection 
of a single CFG across time as well as her role and development as a CFG coach. Kelley’s study 
addressed two research questions: (a) How did the Critical Friends Group professional 
development approach influence collaboration among teachers participating from a high school 
in the local reform movement, and (b) How did these teachers use reflective practices in the 
construction of their personal practical knowledge? One of the greatest values of this study is 
that it is one of the few CFG studies to track participation in a CFG longitudinally over a decade. 
Kelly provided insight into the challenges that CFG participants face when new administration 
comes on board to lead school without knowledge and commitment to the CFG process. 
Moreover, Kelley tracked her own journal reflections as a CFG coach across a decade, 
illuminating how challenging yet rewarding that facilitation role can be. She also illustrated how 
experience and practice with facilitation improves over time and can expand to a role of training 
other educators in the art and craft of being a CFG coach. Significantly, for my goals in sharing 
my own research findings, Kelley set precedent by sharing and analyzing her data 
chronologically in a narrative format across time, including personal journal entries, summarized 
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vignettes, recounted conversations, explicated internal dialogue memories and captured written 
and oral feedback from educators who Kelley interacted with throughout their CFG experiences 
together.  
Two of Kelley’s findings seemed especially important to inquiries related to my own 
research study. One of the themes to emerge in Kelley’s study was the significance of 
relationships during the CFG process. Kelley specifically highlighted the process of Connections 
and how it was continuously used as a tool for teachers to vent and then open a mental space for 
reflection. This process of Connections was documented and analyzed extensively for my 
research study as it evolved throughout the five day training. Another theme from Kelley’s study 
important for my own research was recognizing characteristics of a knowledge community in the 
CFG and how those were slow to emerge but over time became embedded in the work as years 
passed. The experiences explicated in Kelley’s research help us learn about the characteristics of 
a professional learning community and the experiences shared can help inform our own practice 
as collaborative and reflective practitioners. Kelley’s work reinforced the immense difficulty and 
ongoing commitment to the work that is necessary to building community in schools. It is an 
ongoing, iterative process that is enhanced with the commitment of a dedicated and passionate 
facilitator, or CFG coach.  
Compared to the large body of research and literature on Professional Learning 
Communities, there is more limited empirical data and research available on Critical Friends 
Groups, with much less opportunity to report on the synthesis of the literature. This discrepancy 
in the volume of work on PLCs as opposed to CFGs is my rationale for outlining the specific 
research inquiries above about CFGs so that an understanding of CFGs can be established for 
readers new to the field. Fortunately, though, in 2006, Key synthesized the body of research on 
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CFGs from 1995 to 2006, establishing a serious need for more CFG research. Key (2006) 
reviewed the research that had been conducted since the National School Reform Faculty 
(NSRF) initiated the first Critical Friends Groups (CFGs) in 1996 as job- embedded professional 
development focused on building community through the collaborative examination of student 
work, adult work and adult practice. Key examined sixteen research or evaluation studies and 
argued that the research revealed four claims about the efficacy of Critical Friends Groups: 
1) CFGs foster a culture of community and collaboration 
2) CFGs enhance teacher professionalism 
3) CFGs have the potential to change teacher’s thinking and practice 
4) CFGs have the potential to impact student learning (p. 1) 
Key concluded that the research indicates that educators respond enthusiastically to their CFG 
experiences and that CFGs promote positive changes in the organizational areas of school culture 
and teacher efficacy. Key identified strengths in the research base to be that a wide range of 
CFGs are represented including groups of teachers in elementary, middle and high school 
contexts. CFG research included two large-scale survey studies as well as numerous case studies 
with qualitative data collection techniques including observations, interviews, document analysis 
and video analysis. Key also illuminated gaps in the research, primarily that the majority of the 
studies targeted school sites in which teachers participated in CFGs for only one or two years; 
therefore, little research examined how CFGs can support mature learning communities and 
whether CFGs are sustainable over time. Key called for researchers to design longitudinal studies 
that follow groups over 3-5 years. Additionally, many of the CFGs studied were connected to the 
Coalition of Essential Schools or a similar large-scale reform effort; thus, it has been difficult to 
examine CFGs outside of these formal initiatives. Key categorized future research needs into 
investigations of process, sustainability, content and impact. She noted one of the major 
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challenges of CFG inquiry as “how it would be unusual for a staff development initiative to be 
the only influence on a teacher’s growth and development” (p. 8). One of the recommendations 
Key offered is for researchers of CFGs to design studies examining the impact of CFGs on 
student learning, and she suggested that collecting samples of student work over time might yield 
compelling evidence for the efficacy of CFG work. Another interesting area of proposed inquiry 
for CFG research comes out of one of Key’s four overall themes in the research that “CFGs have 
the potential to change teacher’s thinking and practice.” A recommendation Key offered is for 
researchers to examine the process of CFGs, and one line of inquiry suggested is to investigate 
the types of circumstances that lead to pivotal, professional moments for CFG members and how 
CFGs promote the cultivation of these moments. Taking the review of the literature into 
consideration and reflecting on my own experiences as a practitioner, the area of interest that I 
determined would be the focus of my research study would be primarily the process of CFGs. 
The review of literature revealed that the effectiveness of CFGs is dependent upon the fidelity of 
implementation which requires facilitation skills of CFG members.  
The review of literature suggested CFGs are effective in many ways, such as increasing 
teacher reflective practices, collaboration and efficacy. Moreover, the research suggested that 
participation in a CFG often leads to pivotal professional moments for members. My goal has 
been to design a study that will allow me to investigate the process of cultivating CFGs and 
understanding how participation in a CFG contributes to pivotal, professional moments for CFG 
participants.  
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3  METHODOLOGY 
The purpose of this dissertation was to examine how participants experienced a 
professional learning program called a Critical Friends Group Coaches' Institute and how 
participants’ experiences impacted the way they interpreted themselves and their roles as 
members of a Professional Learning Community. Studying participants’ experiences during a 
five-day Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute allowed me to examine how that experience 
contributed to educators’ perceptions and interpretations of themselves and their roles as 
educators and members of a professional community. Because the researcher desired to 
investigate the phenomenon of building Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) in schools, a 
qualitative inquiry using a case study approach was used. The researcher desired to deepen 
understanding regarding participants’ experiences of a specific, specialized, five-day 
professional development training program for educators called a Critical Friends Group 
Coaches Institute; furthermore, the researcher wanted to situate CFG training within what we 
know about professional learning communities, effective collaboration, improving school culture 
and managing change. 
 
Conceptual Framework 
Numerous researchers (Creswell, 1998; Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009) have 
explained that qualitative case studies are common within the field of education. Indeed, 
choosing to employ a qualitative case study design allowed the researcher to: 
Gain an in-depth understanding of the situation and meaning for those involved. 
The interest is in process rather than outcomes, in context rather than a specific 
variable, in discovery rather than confirmation. Insights gleaned from case study 
can directly influence policy, practice and future research. (Merriam, 1998, p. 19) 
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In the field of education, the expectation for school leaders to build collaborative cultures is 
prevalent; however, the process for how to build such a collaborative culture is not clearly 
articulated. The Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute was developed to teach educators 
how to effectively build a professional learning community. Therefore, it was this researcher’s 
desire to understand what meaning participants make during the training, thereby offering a 
circumstance for a qualitative case study. As Merriam (2009) pointed out, “qualitative 
researchers are interested in understanding how people interpret their experiences, how they 
construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their experiences (p. 5). Moreover, 
Yin (2009) added that, “the case study’s unique strength is its ability to deal with a full variety of 
evidence – documents, artifacts, interviews and observations” (p. 11). Many participants have 
cited five day CFG Coaches Institutes as transformational (Key, 2006). Indeed, much social 
interaction occurs among educators during the forty hours of learning. Thus, a case study inquiry 
emerged as the appropriate research design in order for the researcher to be able to collect the 
various data that would be needed to respond to the research questions.  
 
Participants 
Critical Friends Group Coaches Institutes are offered in Georgia through an organization 
called the School Reform Initiative (SRI). “The work of SRI began 15 years ago as part of the 
Annenberg Institute for School Reform at Brown University. Since 2009, the School Reform 
Initiative has operated as an independent organization, bringing the concepts and strategies of 
transformative, collaborative learning to more than 2,000 educators throughout the United States 
and abroad.” (http://www.schoolreforminitiative.org/pages) This organization is comprised of 
highly trained educators who earn the status of National Facilitator after meeting certain criteria 
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outlined through the organization. Currently, there are seven SRI National Facilitators who work 
with school systems in Georgia to provide training to educators. One of the programs offered 
through SRI is the Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute. This particular professional 
development program is offered through SRI numerous times each year with an open invitation 
to any educator who wants to attend. Additionally, the program may be offered when a particular 
school district leader or local school leader contacts the organization to set up the training for 
educators in his/her district or school. The specific selection of faculty participants for a 
particular CFG Institute will be based on the desire of the educators who volunteer to participate. 
These educators will represent typical educators from schools including teachers, administrators 
and perhaps other support staff such as counselors, technology specialists or media specialists. 
An impetus for conducting this study emerged for the researcher from both the review of the 
literature as well as anecdotal evidence from participants who have attended previous CFG 
Coaches Institutes regarding the transformational aspect of the training; it was the researcher’s 
desire to gain a deeper understanding of these pivotal professional moments for educators, how 
they are manifested through the structures and processes of the CFG experience and how the 
participants interpreted these experiences. 
Sixteen educators signed up for the Critical Friends Group Coaches Institute and all 
sixteen agreed to participate in the broad case study. Below is a list and brief description of all 
sixteen participants (See Table 1). Pseudonyms were used for all participants to ensure 
anonymity. Of the sixteen participants in the convenience sample, five completed the Participant 
Selection Guide and agreed to be part of the more in-depth study. Those five participants are the 
first five participants listed in the table below and are also marked with an asterisk. In order to 
conduct the study as planned, the researcher needed to conduct purposeful sampling and select 4 
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of the 5 participants who agreed to be part of the more in-depth study. In an effort to have the 
most diverse group to study, the researcher selected Sonny, Cath and Frances right away. Sonny 
was selected primarily because he was the only male participant and he also represented the true 
novice perspective. Frances represented a very experienced educator and also would provide a 
professional role perspective other than a classroom teacher as she had three years of experience 
working at the district level. Cath was selected by the researcher because she was the only 
educator who was attending the training who would not be working in the school district where 
the remaining candidates would be working for the 2013-2014 school year.  
Furthermore, Cath indicated that she was already a member of a Critical Friends Group, 
so her unique perspective was intriguing to the researcher in terms of the knowledge she would 
already have about CFGs and the process of building community in schools. The researcher 
finally needed to make a selection between Anne and Sherry. The decision to choose Anne was 
primarily due to the variety of experiences she had as a teacher. She was going to be new to the 
district where the majority of the teachers were going to teach in the fall of 2013. Anne had 
taught school in another country as well as most recently in a state other than Georgia whereas 
Sherry had been working in the same Georgia district for many years. In an effort to have more 
diversity of perspective, the researcher chose to include Anne as the fourth participant for the 
more in depth study. Important to note is that the sixteen participants who volunteered to attend 
the Critical Friends Group Coaches Institute training did not have as much diversity as the 
researcher had originally expected when designing the study. As outlined in Table 1, all of the 
participants were Caucasian, only two of the participants were male and only one of the 
participants had a professional role other than classroom teacher. The researcher still worked to 
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select the four participants for the more in-depth study who would offer the most diverse 
perspectives given the racial homogeneity of the overall training cohort.  
Table 1 
Participant Information  
Participant Gender Ethnicity Professional Role 
at Time of Study 
Experience 
at Time of 
Study 
Sonny* Male Caucasian HS English  
Teacher 
Novice 
0 Years 
Anne* Female Caucasian MS/HS English  
Teacher 
Experienced 
4 Years 
Cath* Female Caucasian MS/HS Reading &  
Language Arts Teacher 
Novice 
1 Year 
Frances* Female Caucasian District Technology Integrator;  
MS computer teacher 
Experienced  
17 Years 
Sherry* Female Caucasian MS English Teacher planning to 
transition to high school 
Experienced 
12 Years 
Jenni 
 
Female Caucasian HS English Teacher  
Samantha 
 
Female Caucasian MS English Teacher  
Sally Female Caucasian MS Language Arts and Social 
Studies Teacher 
 
Madison Female Caucasian HS English Teacher  
Annie Female Caucasian HS Special Education Teacher  
Jami Female Caucasian MS Language Arts Teacher  
Matthew Male Caucasian HS Math Teacher  
Kate Female Caucasian MS Reading Teacher  
Autumn Female Caucasian HS Special Ed. Teacher  
Sara Female Caucasian MS Math Teacher  
Stella Female Caucasian MS TAG Social Studies Teacher  
 
Instruments 
Case study researchers must be clear about what is being studied; moreover, the 
phenomenon under study is not a case unless it is intrinsically bounded (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; 
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Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1995; Stake, 2000; Yin 2003). According to Merriam (2009), the unit of 
analysis, not the topic of investigation, characterizes a case study (p. 41). Stake (2005) clarified 
that case study is about “a choice of what is to be studied” (p. 443). The “what” is the bounded 
system. In case study, “one particular program or one particular classroom of learners (a bounded 
system), or one particular older learner selected on the basis of typicality, uniqueness, success 
and so forth, would be the unit of analysis” (Merriam, p. 41). In this instance, the bounded 
system selected for the research study is one particular group of educators participating in a 
Critical Friends Group Coaches Institute because their collective experience is an instance of the 
phenomenon of how educators build a collaborative Professional Learning Community (PLC).  
One technique Merriam suggested for assessing the boundedness of the topic is to 
articulate how finite the data collection would be and whether or not there is a limit to the 
number of people involved who could be interviewed or to observations that could be conducted. 
If the answer is no to those questions, then the phenomenon is not bounded enough to qualify as 
a case. The educators’ participation in a specific CFG Coaches Institute used for this study did 
qualify as a bounded system because there was indeed a limit to the number of people who were 
involved in the training program, there was also a limit to the number of people who could be 
interviewed, and there was a limit to observations that could be conducted. A School Reform 
Initiative (SRI) National Facilitator set the dates for this CFG Institute as July 8 – 12, 2013. 
Additionally, the SRI Facilitator set the maximum number of participants at 24. If eighteen or 
more educators had signed up for this particular training, an additional SRI National Facilitator 
would have been secured. Sixteen educators voluntarily signed up to participate in this CFG 
Coaches Institute, which was a convenience sample. There was a start time for the training 
program of 8:30 a.m. each day and an end time for the training program of 4:00 p.m. each day. 
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All data collection did occur within this specified time period with the sixteen participants of this 
training program. 
 
Procedures 
 Stake (2000) distinguished between three types of qualitative case studies: intrinsic, 
instrumental, and collective case study. For the purpose of this inquiry, the researcher designed 
an instrumental case study. During an instrumental case study, a particular case is examined 
mainly to provide insight into some other issue. The case is of secondary interest as it facilitates 
the researcher’s understanding of that other interest...that other phenomenon. According to 
Merriam (2009), by concentrating on a single case, “the researcher aims to uncover the 
interaction of significant factors characteristic of the phenomenon.” (p. 43) To clarify further, the 
researcher studied in depth the particular case of educators experiencing a Critical Friends 
Group Coaches’ Institute in order to explore the larger phenomenon of building Professional 
Learning Communities (PLCs) in schools.  
Site and participant selection 
 As just outlined, an important characteristic of case study is that the unit of analysis be a 
bounded system. Creswell (1998) clarified this characteristic arguing that the case study must be 
bound by both time and place. For this dissertation study, the case was bound in time as data 
collection took place during five days of a Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute between 
July 8 and July 12, 2013. It was bound in place in that this CFG Coaches Institute took place on 
the campus of a Georgia public middle school in a suburban area, and the data collection took 
place based on the activities and experiences that occurred at that location during the five full 
days of the summer training. According to Merriam (1998), an important qualitative research 
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characteristic of fieldwork is that it usually involves the researcher physically going to the 
people, setting, site or institution in order to observe behavior in its natural setting. For this 
dissertation study, the researcher was at the site of the training for all five days of the CFG 
Coaches Institute in an effort to meet the suggested guidelines of Janesick (2004) who advocated 
for studying the participants in their “social setting” and the guidelines of Stake (2006) who 
argued that an understanding of the case requires experiencing the activity of the case as it 
occurs.  
A CFG Coaches Institute was offered during the week of July 8 -12, 2013 and educators 
were invited to voluntarily attend the training. Sixteen educators voluntarily signed up to attend 
this particular CFG Coaches Institute, thereby consisting of a convenience sample for the 
researcher. These educators were contacted electronically by the National Facilitator with an 
explanation of the training. (See Appendix A) The researcher used an electronic mail 
communication to inform the educators of the study and to ask the sixteen educators if they 
would be willing to participate in a research study. (See Appendix B) All sixteen educators 
agreed to participate in the study. As Merriam (2009) pointed out, unlike other types of 
qualitative research, two levels of sampling are usually necessary in qualitative case studies. 
First, the “case” to be studied must be selected; in this instance, the case was identified as 
educators participating in a Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute. Then, unless the 
researcher plans to interview, observe and analyze all the people, activities, or documents within 
the case, the researcher must do some sampling within the case. Patton (2002) suggested that 
there are no rules for sample size in qualitative inquiry, that it depends on what the researcher 
wants to know, the purpose of the inquiry, what is at stake, what will be useful, what will have 
credibility, and what can be done with available time and resources. As such, in order to 
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determine which participants to interview and observe more closely, the researcher included in 
the electronic communication an invitation to be part of a more in-depth study. All sixteen 
educators were asked whether they would like to be part of a more in-depth study as one of four 
participants who would be interviewed as well as observed much more closely. If interested, the 
participants were asked to complete a Participant Selection Guide. (See Appendix C) The goal of 
the researcher was to select four educators for the research study that represented diverse 
perspectives in terms of their ethnic and gender backgrounds, professional role in their school, 
and years of experience as an educator. Thus, the researcher engaged in purposeful sampling, or 
more specifically, “maximum variation sampling” (Merriam, p. 78). As Merriam (2009) 
explained, purposeful sampling is based on the assumption that the investigator wants to 
discover, understand and gain insight; therefore, the researcher must select a sample from which 
the most can be learned. In this particular situation, the researcher believed that narrowing the 
focus to include more prolonged observation and in depth interviews of four participants rather 
than a more broad observation and shorter interviews with all sixteen participants would glean 
more valuable insight for the purpose of the study. The goal of choosing participants with the 
most diverse perspectives comes from the researcher’s belief that this will increase the 
usefulness of the data in terms of understanding a phenomenon. As Patton explained, “any 
common patterns that emerge from great variation are of particular interest and value in 
capturing the core experiences and central, shared dimensions of a setting or phenomenon” (p. 
234). Capturing and analyzing the experiences of both teachers and administrators, both novice 
educators and experienced educators as well as educators with different ethnic and gender 
backgrounds would provide for variation and diversity of perspective that would make any 
common patterns or themes that may emerge during analysis all the more compelling.  
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Expectations 
 Merriam (2009) explained that in qualitative studies “the researcher is the primary 
instrument for data collection and analysis” (p. 15). Patton (2002), Stake (1995) and Yin (2003) 
all stated that the data collection for qualitative research studies includes three main sources – in- 
depth interview, direct observation and secondary documents. Yin (2003) and Stake (1995) 
added archival records and physical artifacts as additional sources of data. Patton (2002) 
recommended that multiple sources of information should be sought because: 
 no single source of information can be trusted to provide a comprehensive 
 perspective…by using a combination of observations, interviewing and  
 document analysis, the field worker is able to use different data sources to  
 validate and cross-check findings. (p. 244) 
 
Thus, for this study, the researcher collected data using interviews, observations and documents.  
Interviews 
 In the literature regarding qualitative research methods, interviews emerge not only as the 
most common form of data collection for case study research but also a high quality data 
collection technique. For example, Yin (2009) contended that the interview is one of the most 
important sources of case study information. Likewise, Merriam (2009) argued that interviewing 
is the best technique to use when conducting intensive case studies of a few selected individuals 
(p.88). Additionally, Rubin and Rubin (2005) articulated that “qualitative interviewing projects 
are especially good at describing social and political processes - that is, how and why things 
change” (p. 3). Perhaps Patton (2002) captured the essence of the interview best when he wrote: 
we interview people to find out from them those things we cannot directly observe….we 
cannot observe feelings, thoughts, intentions. We cannot observe behaviors that took 
place at some previous point in time. We cannot observe situations that preclude the 
presence of an observer. We cannot observe how people have organized the world and 
the meanings they attach to what goes on in the world. We have to ask people questions 
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about those things. The purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow us to enter into the 
other person’s perspective. (p. 196) 
 
Consequently, when designing a qualitative case study that depends so heavily on the interview 
as a data collection mechanism to understand the perspective of others, it is important to 
carefully consider which type of interview to use. The most common way to decide which type 
of interview to use is by determining the amount of structure the researcher desires in order to 
answer the research question yet still discover and portray the multiple views of the case. As 
Stake (1995) reminded us, “the interview is the main road to multiple realities (p. 67). So, while 
the researcher wanted to develop questions that would elicit responses about specific 
characteristics of building Professional Learning Communities, the researcher also wanted to 
allow for the participants to tell their own stories and make their own meanings of their 
experiences. With these simultaneous goals in mind, the researcher explored the three types of 
interviews outlined by Merriam (2009) and decided to design the research study using semi-
structured interviews, which encompass the following characteristics: (a) largest part of 
interview guided by a list of questions or issues to be explored, (b) interview guide includes a 
mix of more and less structured interview questions, (c) all questions may be used flexibly, (d) 
specific data may be required from all respondents, and (e) no predetermined wording or order 
(p.89).  
For this study, the researcher developed three separate semi-structured interview guides. 
It is important to note that these were designed as guides and that the researcher held flexibility 
in high esteem regarding the interview conversations that took place. The questions on the 
interview guide may or may not have been asked of each of the four participants and may have 
been asked in various orders. Moreover, other questions were added depending on the specific 
behaviors observed or based on the responses of the various participants. The reason that the 
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researcher desired to interview each of the four participants three times was in order to capture 
changes that occurred over the course of the five days of training. The first interview was 
designed to take place at some point during the first two days of the training; the second 
interview was designed to take place at some point after the second day of training but before the 
final day of training. The final interview was designed to take place during or immediately after 
the last day of training. Outlined below are the dates, times and locations that the interviews took 
place with each of the four participants selected for the more in depth study.  
Table 2 
Participants Interview Schedule  
 Interview 1 Interview 2 Interview 3 
Cath Day 1 
Lunch 
Day 3 
Lunch 
Day 5 
Morning 
Frances Day 1 
Afternoon 
Day 3 
Afternoon 
Day 5 
Afternoon 
Sonny Day 2 
Lunch 
Day 3 
Morning 
Day 4 
Afternoon 
Anne Day 2 
Afternoon 
Day 4 
Morning 
Day 5 
Afternoon 
 
During these semi-structured interview experiences, the researcher attempted to uncover the 
essence of the participant’s experience, listening carefully for pivotal moments, new insights, or 
transformational incidences. The researcher paid particular attention to participants’ 
interpretations of experiences that may have described changes in knowledge, attitudes, skills, 
aspirations or behaviors (Killion, 2008), and if detected, the researcher engaged in follow-up, 
conversational style questions to explore the impetus for these changes further. Interview data 
were recorded by the researcher taking notes during the interview. These notes included writing 
significant key terms and significant quotes that emerged during the conversations. The 
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researcher also wrote a more detailed summary account of each interview as soon after the 
interview as possible.   
Observations 
Another primary data collection process for this study involved observation because 
observation makes it possible to record behavior as it is happening (Merriam, 2009). In 
qualitative case study, observations are used in conjunction with interviewing and document 
analysis to substantiate findings and often as reference points for subsequent interviews. For this 
study, observation of the training activities and the interaction of the participants were observed. 
The researcher’s field notes are the written account of the researcher’s observations. Certainly, 
numerous decisions had to be made during the design phase of this research study. An important 
decision related to observation was determining which stance the researcher would take on as an 
observer, ranging from complete spectator to being a full participant. The researcher designed 
the study so that the researcher’s role was to serve primarily as an observer of the training. This 
decision supported the researcher’s desire to keep detailed field notes on key activities during the 
five days of the training; additionally, it allowed the researcher the flexibility to choose which 
activity or participant to observe when the full cohort broke out into smaller groups.  
The researcher took detailed notes and made sketches each day while observing 
activities; the researcher listened very carefully to the words of the facilitator and the participants 
and wrote direct quotes as much as possible. Data from the observations included both 
summaries of interactions as well as verbatim quotes of select interactions. The researcher 
labeled the comments of the facilitator as well as the four participants involved in the more in 
depth study as often as possible but did not label the individual comments of the other 
participants. The researcher did often include the comments of the other participants in the data 
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collection and analysis. At times, when one of the four participants involved in the more in depth 
study was engaged in conversation with one of the other participants not involved in the more in 
depth study, the researcher did identify that participant. The researcher kept a field note journal 
where the written descriptions and sketches were kept in sequential order and included the 
researcher’s ongoing commentary and reflection along-side the detailed observational 
descriptions and sketches. This ongoing commentary and reflection resulted in the researcher’s 
audit trail (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). The researcher identified themes emerging throughout both 
the data collection and data analysis process. 
Moreover, the researcher identified whenever moments of KASAB were present. That is, 
whenever the researcher noticed a participant gaining knowledge, identifying or changing 
attitude, learning about or practicing a new skill, identifying or changing an aspiration, or 
engaging in a new or different behavior, the researcher placed KASAB next to the information 
and underlined any of the areas that applied to that situation. For example, during the analysis of 
the data, the researcher used a coding style of writing out the letters KASAB and underlining the 
letter K to identify that participants were potentially gaining new knowledge at that specific 
moment in the training when the facilitator introduced new vocabulary terms.  
 Another decision related to observation was deciding how structured the data collection 
would be. As Merriam (2009) pointed out, in case study there is a range of structure in 
observation just as there is a range of structure in interviews, and the researcher may decide 
ahead of time to concentrate on observing certain events, behaviors or persons. Merriam (2009, 
pp. 120-121) outlined a list of elements that are likely to be present in any setting so that 
researchers could consider the structure of the observations ahead of time. Thus, using this list, 
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the researcher outlined the relevance of the element to this particular study and how the element 
was observed during this CFG Institute: 
1) The physical setting - The researcher documented the physical environment using basic 
drawings to sketch how the furniture in the room was arranged throughout the course of 
the training and the physical location and groupings of the participants. The researcher 
drew numerous sketches because during the course of the CFG Institute, there was much 
re-arranging of the learning space depending on the protocol being used and the outcome 
desired by the facilitator. Thus, it was important for the researcher to capture the physical 
arrangements of the room and the groupings of the participants each time there was a 
change in order to later be able to analyze what kinds of behaviors the setting was 
designed to elicit throughout the various learning experiences and how the physical 
setting was experienced and interpreted by the participants.  
 
2) The participants - For this study, the researcher determined ahead of time which four 
participants were selected from the larger cohort group for the more in depth study; thus, 
the researcher narrowed the focus and structured the observations and data collection on 
the four participants selected for the in depth study. The researcher collected data on the 
participation patterns of these individuals and the language used by these individuals as 
they interacted and engaged in the protocols and learning experiences. The researcher 
also observed and documented the facilitator throughout the study. A theme that emerged 
very early on in the data collection was the importance of the facilitator; therefore, much 
of the data collection from the observations was focused on the behaviors and language 
of the facilitator. Anecdotal evidence of CFG trainings has shown that participants learn 
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new vocabulary and start to use that new language as the learning community has more 
experiences together. Thus, the researcher intentionally sought to notice and document 
the language used by participants and whether that language changed; moreover, the 
researcher sought to capture the frequency and context of any new language used in the 
field notes. New language use was documented using (KASAB) during coding.  
3) Activities and interactions - Describing the professional development activities and the 
structures that were put in place during the five days of the CFG Institute was an integral 
component of the research study and a major contribution to the data collection and 
analysis. The expert facilitator in collaboration with the participants carefully crafted the 
agenda and the protocols used during the training program. Thus, careful documentation 
of the sequence of the activities, the structure of the activities, the duration of the 
activities, the guidelines of the protocols, the debriefing process after each activity and 
the ways in which the participants interacted were integral to the data collection process 
in order for meaningful analysis to take place by the researcher. The researcher took great 
effort to share as much of the details of the training as possible with readers in 
chronological, narrative form as opposed to summarizing the data so a variety of 
perspectives and analysis would be possible.  
4) Conversations - Data collection of conversations that took place during the protocols 
were tracked through detailed field notes that sought to capture the content of the 
conversations, who spoke and how often they spoke, who listened, and how the 
participants followed the protocols since many of the protocols are designed specifically 
to order and structure conversations for equity. The researcher paraphrased and 
summarized the conversations of the participants throughout the activities and collected 
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direct quotes from participants as often as possible, especially when the researcher felt 
the language was particularly significant for analysis.  
5) Subtle factors - Merriam argued that subtle factors are less obvious yet as important to 
the observation. (p. 121). She encourages researchers to be aware of the informal and 
unplanned activities, symbolic and connotative meanings of words, and non-verbal 
communications. Moreover, Patton (2002) urged researchers to pay attention to “what 
does not happen” (p. 295). Thus, a part of the observation protocol was for the researcher 
to deliberately notice these types of subtle factors and document these less obvious 
instances when they became apparent during the data collection and analysis process. The 
most significant data that emerged in this category were related to facilitative moves. It 
became apparent throughout the study that the skill of facilitation is integral to the 
success of protocols and collaboration; thus, the researcher honed in on what these skills 
and behaviors were and the subtle yet significant differences between the expert SRI 
facilitator and the participant facilitators; the researcher compared and contrasted what 
they did and did not do when facilitating protocols.  
6) Researcher’s own behavior - Finally, it was important for the researcher to be cognizant 
that the researcher was indeed a part of the scene; therefore, documenting the role of the 
researcher as observer and acknowledging how the researcher’s presence affected the 
scene being observed was part of the data collection and analysis as well. The researcher 
documented what she said, what she did and where she was located during each activity. 
Moreover, the researcher documented her own thoughts in the field notes as it related to 
how her presence affected the learning community, and as Merriam points out, these 
“observer comments” became an important part of the field notes.  
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Documents 
 Lincoln and Guba (1985) noted that one must presume, “if an event happened, some sort 
of record of it exists.” Moreover, Merriam (2009) illuminated that, “documents…are usually 
produced for reasons other than the research at hand and therefore are not subject to the same 
limitations” (p.139). Yin (2009) argued, “because of their overall value, documents play an 
explicit role in any data collection in doing case studies” (p. 103). Indeed, documents were an 
integral component of data collection for this case study. During the course of a five day CFG 
Coaches’ Institute, facilitators use numerous documents for instruction and participants use 
numerous documents during protocols; moreover, facilitators and participants create documents 
during the training as they interact socially with one another. For example, during this CFG 
Institute under study, the facilitator crafted and posted responsive agendas daily, participants 
brought lesson plans to be reviewed by their peers, participants brought student work to discuss 
with other members of the CFG, participants engaged in protocols that required writing on large 
posters and small sticky notes to track their learning and share that learning with the group, 
participants collectively developed norms that were posted and revisited throughout the week, 
and at the end of each day participants wrote reflections regarding the day’s learning and what 
they needed next for additional, meaningful learning to take place. Moreover, each participant 
was provided with a journal that was used throughout the five days of the CFG Institute as the 
participants were asked to track their learning and document their reflections.  
Thus, the collection of many of these artifacts that were authentic documents created 
during the training experience served as a major data collection strategy for the researcher. The 
researcher purposefully sought to collect documents that “might function as the carrier of a 
message, an object to be translated, an impediment to understanding, or, yet, as a prop to 
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interaction” (Prior, 2008, p. 21). Indeed, documents served multiple and various purposes during 
the CFG Institute, and it was the researcher’s intention to attain as many relevant documents as 
possible for potential analysis. Narrowing the study to four participants assisted the researcher 
with limiting the document collection to a more manageable level as the journals, student work 
and lesson plans collected by the researcher were primarily limited to the artifacts and documents 
from those four individuals. These documents were extremely valuable to the study because they 
“reflect the participant’s perspective, which is what qualitative research is seeking” (Merriam, 
2009, p. 143). 
For clarification, as Merriam attested, “documents can be generated by the researcher for 
the purpose of the investigation” (p. 140). For this case study, the researcher created two 
documents that were provided to the four selected participants for the study: a pre-training 
questionnaire and a post-training questionnaire. The pre-training questionnaire included 
qualitative open-ended questions designed to assess the Knowledge, Attitudes, Skills, 
Aspirations and Behaviors (KASAB) of the participants in relation to collaboration and 
characteristics of Professional Learning Communities prior to the Critical Friends Group 
Coaches’ Institute; subsequently, the post-training questionnaire included very similar open-
ended questions designed to assess whether and how the Knowledge, Attitudes, Skills, 
Aspirations and Behaviors of the participants changed in relation to collaboration and the 
characteristics of Professional Learning Communities because of their experiences during the 
training. The four participants selected for the in depth study were given the pre-training 
questionnaire at the beginning of the first day and the post-training questionnaire at the end of 
the fourth day of the training. The four participants were asked to complete as many of the 
questions as they felt relevant to their understanding and experiences and return the answered 
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questionnaires to the researcher. The researcher compared and contrasted the data of four 
participants, noting any common themes that emerged and analyzing the data for significant 
changes for individual participants as well as any common changes that all four participants 
identified.  
 
Data Analysis Strategies 
 Qualitative case study methodology relies on qualitative data analysis guidelines. 
Qualitative research is not a linear, step-by-step process and this notion, embraced by the 
qualitative researcher, means that data collection and analysis actually happen simultaneously 
throughout the entire research process, beginning right with that very first interview, that very 
first observation or that very first document created, viewed or read. As Stake (1995) noted, there 
is no particular moment when analysis begins. He also pointed out that there is not one “right 
way” to do qualitative analysis and further stated that “each researcher needs, through experience 
and reflection, to find the forms of analysis that work for him or her” (p. 77). Certainly, the plan 
for how to analyze qualitative data needs to be a process that is open to emerging insights, 
hunches and new ways of thinking about the issue under investigation; at the same time, it is 
important for the researcher to have a data analysis plan in place as data collection begins in 
order not to become overwhelmed by the quantity of data collected and to ensure the protection 
and privacy of the participants. For example, to ensure that the data collected remained 
confidential, the researcher coded the data so that the identities of the participants would not be 
revealed. Each participant was coded with an alias during the data analysis process. 
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 The researcher followed the three phases of coding suggested by Corbin and Strauss 
(2007) – open, axial, and selective. Open coding is what the researcher did at the beginning of 
the data analysis phase, tagging any unit of data that might be relevant to the study. 
According to Merriam (2009), a unit of data is any meaningful segment of data that has the 
potential to respond to one of the research questions posed in the study; a unit of data can be as 
small as a word a participant may use or as large as several pages of field notes. Lincoln and 
Guba (1985) stated that a unit of data must meet two criteria: 1) be relevant to the study yet 
stimulating the researcher to think beyond the particular bit of information 2) should be the 
smallest piece of information that could stand alone. Given a unit of data, then, the task of the 
researcher during the open coding phase is to tag all the units of data. Axial coding is the next 
phase of coding and is described as the process the researcher undergoes to relate categories and 
properties to each other, refining category schemes during the process. Here, the researcher 
compared one unit of data with the next. Through comparison, categories and schemes 
inductively emerged from the data; assigning codes to the units of data is the way the researcher 
began to construct categories and themes (Merriam, 2009). Then, in the final phase of data 
analysis called selective coding, a core category, theme, proposition or hypothesis was developed 
through a highly inductive process. The challenge for qualitative researchers is to construct 
categories or themes that capture some recurring pattern that cuts across the data.  
The researcher did not use computer generated coding software; instead, the researcher 
used a constant comparative method of data analysis as developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) 
with a coding scheme that took the form of “key words, colored dots, numbers” (Marshall and 
Rossman, p. 155) or whatever seemed to work best for sorting the information. Merriam (2009) 
supported such a coding plan describing the too often mystified process of coding as: 
53 
 
 
 
Nothing more than assigning some sort of shorthand designation to various 
aspects of your data so that you can easily retrieve specific pieces of the data. The 
designations can be single words, letters, numbers, phrases, colors, or 
combinations of these. (p. 173) 
 
Essentially, the coding process is a kind of external mapping that depicts with symbols the 
mental processes that the researcher underwent as the interview, observation, and document data 
were sorted and resorted to discover how the various elements interrelated. During the data 
collection and simultaneous data analysis process, the researcher created charts to assist with 
examining the data through various lenses. The researcher used two different coding techniques 
during analysis. In advance of the study, the researcher identified Joellen Killion’s KASAB as a 
way to track changes, thus one of the coding strategies was to tag data that indicated evidence of 
KASAB. The researcher underlined the letter that corresponded to the type of change that might 
be evident in the data. The other coding technique emerged as themes became evident. The 
researcher kept an ongoing log of potential themes and labeled the themes with letters. For 
example, the theme of “Obstacles to Building Community in a Real School Setting” emerged 
very early during the observation and analysis of the first day of the Institute. The researcher 
tagged data related to this theme with the letters “OB.” Additionally, the theme of “Facilitation 
Expertise Integral for Effective Collaboration” emerged as well. The researcher tagged all data 
related to that theme with the letter “F.” These two coding schemes allowed the researcher to 
manage and analyze the large data set collected during this study. To gain assistance with 
uncovering the researcher’s assumptions and validating the data and findings, the researcher also 
engaged in communication with the four in depth study research participants to discuss the 
themes that emerged and their perspective of the researcher’s process and analysis.  
Limitations of the Study 
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  The researcher chose to employ a qualitative case study design because of the nature of 
the research questions, which asked how educators interpreted their experiences and made 
meaning. Qualitative case study offers a means of investigating complex social interactions in an 
attempt to understand a phenomenon. The strength of the qualitative case study methodology is 
that it offers the researcher an opportunity to investigate how people interpret their experiences 
and how they construct their world. Moreover, the researcher is able to collect data in the real 
life setting of an authentic human experience instead of out of context. Merriam argued, 
Because of its strengths, case study is a particularly appealing design for applied 
fields of study such as education…. An applied field’s processes, problems, and 
programs can be examined to bring about understanding that in turn can affect 
and perhaps even improve practice. Case study has proven particularly useful for 
studying educational innovations… (p. 51)  
 
Indeed, the process of collaboration and building Professional Learning Communities in schools 
is complex and includes numerous variables of potential importance that the researcher wanted 
to investigate; the qualitative case study methodology allowed the researcher access to numerous 
variables as well as the opportunity to investigate and understand how individuals interpreted 
their experiences.  
 Because the researcher was the primary instrument of data collection, a limitation of 
qualitative case study methodology became the sensitivity and integrity of the investigator 
(Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2009). Essentially, the researcher greatly affected the study and the 
findings. This study was limited by the biases of the researcher and the researcher’s skills of 
interviewing, observation and analysis. Moreover, because there are no specific guidelines in 
how to construct the final report in a qualitative case study, this study depended on, and was 
limited by, the researcher’s efforts, instincts, abilities and ethics. In order to account for these 
limitations that are built into qualitative case study designs, it was important for the researcher to 
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expose her assumptions and biases. Additionally, it was important for the researcher to describe 
in great detail how observations and interviews transpired and how documents were obtained. 
The more open and descriptive the researcher is for readers, the less of a limitation it ends up 
being that the researcher is the primary data collection tool.  
 Another limitation of qualitative case study design is that because it “focuses on a single 
unit, a single instance, the issue of generalizability looms larger here than with other types of 
qualitative research” (Merriam, 2009, p. 51). For this particular case study, the unit of analysis 
was one group of educators who experienced how to develop as a particular type of Professional 
Learning Community called a Critical Friends Group. The study was limited by the convenience 
sample of educators who volunteered to participate in the training. These particular educators 
prioritized learning during their summer break, thus potentially indicating a sample group with 
bias toward learning how to effectively collaborate. Not all educators in a school setting would 
necessarily be as open to learning and changing as the voluntary, convenience sample used in the 
study. Moreover, in order to manage the data, the researcher limited the in-depth data collection 
to four participants in this collaborative group of educators. There is arguably limitation in 
basing findings on a small number of participants who may not necessarily represent the whole 
of the larger population of educators; however, the qualitative researcher believes that much can 
be learned from a particular case. Additionally, the qualitative researcher values the unique 
experiences of participants and believes that context-dependent knowledge is valuable.  
This particular case study was designed so that it could address the limitation of 
generalizability. The researcher incorporated data collection from more than just one participant 
in the training program in order to understand different perspectives from diverse participants as 
they experienced one particular five day Critical Friends Group training program. For the cohort 
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that was studied, there were 16 educators and one expert Facilitator who participated in the CFG 
Institute. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the researcher desired to capture and analyze the 
experiences of both teachers and administrators, both novice educators and experienced 
educators as well as educators with different ethnic and gender backgrounds so that maximum 
variation and diversity of perspective would make any common patterns or themes that emerged 
during analysis all the more compelling. Important to note in terms of limitations of the study is 
that the sixteen participants who volunteered to attend the training and be part of the study did 
not have as much diversity as the researcher had originally expected when designing the study. 
For example, all of the participants were Caucasian, and none of the participants were school 
administrators. Therefore, the gender and educator experience variation desired by the researcher 
were achieved, but the ethnic diversity and variation of job role desired by the researcher were 
not achieved.  
Validity, Reliability and Ethical Issues 
  In addition to the concern in qualitative case study designs related to generalizability, 
issues of reliability and validity need to be addressed. “Unlike experimental designs in which 
validity and reliability are accounted for before the investigation, rigor in qualitative research 
derives from the researcher’s presence, the nature of the interaction between the researcher and 
participants, the triangulation of data, the interpretation of perceptions and rich, thick 
description” (Merriam, 2009, pp. 166-167). Qualitative researchers embrace the notion that a 
researcher will not capture one objective truth or one reality. Thus, the notion of reliability, 
traditionally referring to the extent to which research findings can be replicated, is simply not 
appropriate. At the same time, qualitative researchers do want to increase the credibility of their 
findings. One strategy that this researcher employed to increase the credibility or internal validity 
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of the findings was through triangulation. That is, the researcher used multiple methods of data 
collection including interviews, observations and documents. Moreover, the researcher collected 
data from multiple sources; that is, the researcher interviewed and observed more than one 
participant in depth in order to gain various perspectives of the overall experience. Another way 
that the researcher increased the credibility or internal validity of the study was through member 
checks (Merriam, 2009, p.217). The researcher solicited feedback from the four participants 
involved in the more in depth study on the emergent findings. The process of member checking 
increased internal validity because the researcher asked the participants if the researcher’s 
interpretations captured the essence of the participants’ experiences. Merriam (2009) explained 
that, “participants should be able to recognize their experience in your interpretation or suggest 
some fine-tuning to better capture their perspectives” (p. 217). Thus, engaging in member 
checking throughout data collection and analysis was an important process used by the 
researcher along with the method of creating an audit trail. According to Merriam, (2009) “an 
audit trail in a qualitative study describes in detail how data were collected, how categories were 
derived, and how decisions were made throughout the inquiry” (p.223). The researcher kept a 
data collection journal and within the journal kept an account of reflections, decisions, and 
questions, essentially a running record of interactions with the data as analysis and interpretation 
took place. This running record became part of the write-up of the case study inquiry and 
increased the reliability or dependability of the research. Essentially, the audit trail, a method 
first suggested by Lincoln and Guba, (1985) assisted the researcher with showing convincingly 
how she came to the conclusions that are portrayed in the findings from the study. 
 In any qualitative study, ethical issues relating to the protection of the participants is a 
concern (Merriam, 2009). The researcher followed all appropriate steps to obtain informed 
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consent and asked participants to read and sign the informed consent documents once they 
understood the purpose of the study and agreed to participate in the study. Ensuring 
confidentiality and the security of data collected was another ethical concern the researcher 
considered and addressed. To ensure confidentiality, each participant was assigned an alias for 
the study, and the name of the school and the district were kept confidential using alternate 
names as well. The interview, observation and document data that were collected from the 
participants were kept in a locked cabinet, and the alias key was stored separately in a different 
locked cabinet in order to protect the privacy of the participants. The researcher will destroy the 
data six years after the completion of the study. 
  
 Summary 
 As previously expressed in this chapter, the purpose of this qualitative case study was to 
examine how educators experienced a five-day Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute and 
how that experience contributed to educators’ perceptions and interpretations of themselves and 
their roles as educators and members of a professional community. In this chapter, the researcher 
outlined how the data collection techniques of interviews, observations and documents were used 
to deepen the researcher’s understanding of how participants experienced a specific, specialized, 
professional development training program for educators. The researcher outlined the data 
collection and analysis process that was employed including the steps that the researcher took to 
ensure the protection of the human subjects. Finally, the researcher addressed limitations of the 
study and the ways in which the study was designed to increase generalizability, reliability and 
validity. 
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4  RESULTS 
Data collected during a Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute will be explicated in 
this chapter utilizing an ongoing chronological narrative of each of the five days interspersed 
with analysis as well as highlights and insight from participant questionnaires and interviews.  
There were four main questions that guided this research study: 
1) How do educators participating in a 5-Day Critical Friends Group Coaches'   
 Institute conceptualize their experiences?  
2) How do educators participating in a 5-Day Critical Friends Group Coaches' Institute 
 describe and interpret their experiences?  
3) How do educators participating in a 5-Day Critical Friends Group Coaches' Institute  
 describe and interpret changes, if any, in themselves?  
4) How do educators participating in a 5-Day Critical Friends Group Coaches' Institute  
 describe and interpret changes, if any, in their learning community? 
 
Critical Friends Groups Coaches’ Institute: Day 1 Observations and Analysis 
Sixteen educators and a School Reform Initiative National Facilitator, Michael, were 
seated around a u-shaped table. At each chair, Michael had placed a green SRI Resource and 
Protocol Book, a composition notebook and one piece of colored construction paper. All around 
the table, Michael had placed different colored markers and different colored packs of sticky 
notes. As educators entered the room, it was evident to the researcher that only a few knew one 
another. Most were entering the room quietly, finding an empty seat rather quickly, perhaps 
introducing themselves to Michael, the person in the next seat or me, the researcher. There were 
several intermittent moments of complete silence between 8:00 a.m. and 8:30 a.m. on the first 
day of this training. To the researcher, this silence seemed awkward and uncomfortable for the 
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participants, yet Michael, the SRI Facilitator, seemed completely comfortable and confident. 
Steadily and with intent, he continued to prepare the room, writing and hanging the agenda on 
the wall, strategically placing handouts on a side table, and greeting individuals he happened to 
make eye contact with as he moved around the room. Those few participants who did speak were 
speaking very quietly, often whispering so as not to disturb the quietness in the space. Indeed, 
there were many strangers in the room on the morning of July 8, 2013. 
Four of the sixteen participants in the room agreed to complete the researcher’s pre-
training questionnaire prior to the start of the training. These four educators were also strangers 
to one another and each had varying degrees of understanding and experience with Critical 
Friends Groups. Jory had experienced participating in a CFG for a year back at her school and 
was walking into this training with an aspiration to learn more about facilitation and a wider 
variety of protocols. Frances had some notion of the work because in her doctoral cohort, her 
supervisor had chosen to “enact the processes of Critical Friends with our classes.” Frances 
hoped to gain concrete information on the process with opportunities to practice. Anne’s 
knowledge of a CFG was not based in experience. She believed a CFG to be a group of 
educators who improved their craft and their learning community by critiquing and examining 
their lessons, classroom practices, and student work. She articulated that the success of this type 
of group would be dependent on teachers establishing mutual respect and trust. Finally, Sonny 
was the novice teacher among the four educators who agreed to be part of the researcher’s more 
in depth study, and he started the program with the smallest knowledge base for CFGs. He had 
heard from colleagues where he completed his student teaching that the program was a fantastic 
experience, and he hoped to gain some new techniques to use in the classroom. Each of these 
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four participants was joining this summer training voluntarily, and all began the week with their 
own knowledge base, experiences and aspirations.  
On the morning of the first day, the majority of the educators noticed the facilitator had 
created a nametag for himself by folding a colored piece of construction paper in half and writing 
his first name, “Michael,” using a different colored marker. Although never an explicit 
expectation orally delivered from Michael, most of the participants made their own nametags in 
the same manner while they waited for the day to officially begin. Sixteen educators seated 
themselves in their preferred spot in the room, and all were seated by the start time of 8:30 a.m. 
(See Figure 1) 
Prior to the participants entering the classroom, the researcher engaged in a short 
discussion with Michael regarding where an appropriate seat would be for the researcher. 
Although the research design had the researcher functioning as an observer and not a participant 
throughout the week of study, Michael and the researcher agreed that not sitting at the table 
would feel too odd for a CFG Institute where building community is a primary goal. Having any 
person in the room sitting outside the group did not seem appropriate. Michael actually felt that it 
would significantly hinder the group’s ability to come together and build trust. Thus, the 
researcher chose to sit at one of the corners of the tables to begin the study and data collection. 
Sitting herself at a corner made the researcher feel situated ever so slightly differently in order to 
distinguish herself as an observer and not a participant. The researcher did choose to create a 
nametag in the same manner as the participants because it seemed awkward to be at the table yet 
to be the only person in the room without a nametag. Right from the start, it was challenging for 
the researcher to function as only an observer.  
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Figure 1: Day 1 Initial Set Up of Room and Seating of Participants 
 
Most of the participants also made their own nametags in the same manner while they waited for 
the day to officially begin. The educators seated themselves in their preferred spot in the room; 
and were all ready to begin by the start time of 8:30 a.m.  
In his introductory comments that started at 8:35 a.m., Michael pointed to and briefly 
mentioned the agenda for day one but explained to the participants that his written agenda was 
actually a draft agenda and that their true agenda would be created together and would depend on 
the work that each had brought to the Institute in response to the invitation letter he sent to them 
all a few weeks earlier. (See Appendix A) 
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Table 3: 
 
Day 1 Agenda Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute 
 
Agenda Day 1: 
 
Opening Moves 
Who Are We and What Work Do We Have 
Modified Q & A 
Affinity Mapping 
Compass Points 
What Will It Take - Microlabs 
Lunch 
Learning From Play – Group Juggle 
Feedback/Looking at Work Sessions 
Closing Moves 
 
At 8:41 a.m. Michael moved to a mini lesson of what meaning the words in the training’s title 
elicited for the participants: “Critical,” “Friend,” “Coach.” Michael stressed that the term critical 
in this training would have a connotation of “essential” and would not necessarily need only to 
connote someone providing negative criticism, which evidently is what is often thought of when 
educators hear the name of the Critical Friends Group training. Michael also shared that 
throughout the week, the participants would be learning on different “planes:” (a) Participant (b) 
Facilitator and (c) Presenter. Michael explained that everyone in the room would have 
experiences in each of those roles. He also stated, “By the end of this week you will know the 
people in this room probably better even than the people on your team back at your school.” 
While this statement did not seem to make any significant impact on the educators in the room 
during the first hour of the training, the researcher identified this commentary as an extremely 
significant statement in the margin of her field journal. Already, a theme had emerged about the 
challenges of building community in a real work setting. 
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At 8:46 a.m. Michael transitioned to the first activity. He walked around the room as he 
spoke, effortlessly weaving in multiple jokes and witty comments that elicited smiles and 
laughter from the group. Simultaneously, he individually handed each participant an index card 
and looked directly in his/her eyes. Thus, while he was building his credibility and building trust 
with humor and lightheartedness, he seemed to also be symbolically asking for individual 
accountability. He asked participants to write their names in the upper right hand corner, explain 
what work they brought to the Institute, describe what they hoped to walk away with from the 
training and also label the work with a 1, 2, 3, 4 or 5. He clarified 4 or 5 being a high level of 
urgency and 1 being a low level of urgency in terms of how important it would be for the 
participant to present their work for feedback during the week.  
Cath, one of the 4 participants involved in the more in-depth study, posed a question 
regarding this first task. She queried, “I have personal work and work that my school would want 
me to engage in. Will there be time to work on both?” Michael responded, “We have more 
participants than usual. We have 16. With one facilitator, I usually do not like to go beyond 12.” 
He further explained that in response to having 16 participants, he would be sub-dividing groups 
more and that would give participants more opportunities to present their work. Essentially, he 
responded that there may or may not be time and suggested that Cath prioritize. Cath quickly 
stated aloud and slightly humorously that she was definitely prioritizing her personal work. 
Several other participants nodded or smiled and responded with lighthearted affirmation.  
This social exchange was intriguing to the researcher because it was evidence of an 
educator having an authentic dilemma around what is more important, her personal work or the 
work she believes others at her school would want to be her primary focus. Moreover, there 
seemed to be group affirmation in empathizing with her dilemma and her decision to prioritize 
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the personal. Very early in this group’s learning together about Building Professional 
Community in Schools, an educator had openly expressed a notion that teachers have to spend 
their precious time on work that they may not personally feel is valuable. Michael listened and 
provided options for the teacher to consider. Significantly, he did not give her an answer; he did 
not solve her dilemma. Instead, he gave her more information so she could make a more 
informed decision. The researcher noted how Michael responded and identified his response as a 
subtle yet skilled facilitative move that increased the teacher’s efficacy and empowered her to 
feel confident in her decision.  
Right before he asked the participants to begin writing, Michael stood up and shook a 
baby rattle. This action caused many of the participants to look perplexed. Michael made a 
lighthearted joke about not actually having a baby with him and then proceeded to explain to the 
group that his baby rattle would be functioning throughout the week as his signal that time was 
up. He then asked the participants to go ahead and complete their Work Cards. The participants 
quietly wrote information on their note cards. At 8:58 a.m., Michael provided the group with a 
verbal warning that there were thirty seconds remaining. The researcher noticed a few 
participants having quiet side bar conversations as others were finishing up writing on their note 
cards. Michael shook his baby rattle at 8:59 a.m. and then explained “we are going to practice 
listening.” He went on to explain that it may seem strange to have to practice listening, but to 
indulge him. He also stated, “Listening to students is different from listening to adults.” At this 
point, Michael quickly paired up the participants, asked them to share with each other what they 
wrote on their cards, and reminded participants that their goal was to be a good listener during 
the activity. The researcher had to physically move away from the table at this moment so that 
the pairs could be even. This was a poignant moment when it became physically evident to the 
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group that the researcher was not a participant. Additionally, at this moment, the researcher had 
to make a decision about which pair to move closer to and observe during this small break out 
activity. Since Sonny and Frances were paired, physically nearest the researcher and both 
participants in the researcher’s more in-depth study, the researcher chose to move closer to this 
pair and observe their conversation. Sonny shared with Frances that he had brought work that 
would assist him with focusing on increasing depth of knowledge. Frances shared with Sonny 
that she brought work with an intention to help her focus on rubrics.  
At 9:04 a.m., Michael shook the baby rattle. The participants rather quickly finished up 
their conversations and turned their attention to Michael.  
Michael asked, “So, what did you notice about listening?”  
Several participants responded aloud to the group: 
It’s hard.  
I am more of an active listener. (Frances) 
I am not sure if it was rude not to offer my experiences. 
Michael shared his thoughts on the difference between hallway conversations/hallway listening 
and the purposeful listening they just practiced. He next introduced the term debrief. He 
explained that their working definition for debrief would be a discussion of the process of their 
learning or social interaction. He explicitly taught the group that during debriefs, the focus of the 
discussion would not be on the content of their learning or on a decision they just reached, but on 
the process of their learning. He explained to the group that they would always save time to 
debrief the process of their learning. He also stated explicitly to the group to keep in mind that 
“we are not listening to try and solve someone else’s dilemma.” The researcher noted that within 
the first hour of the training, Michael had already introduced several CFG content specific terms 
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to this group: Participant, Presenter, Facilitator and Debrief. He had also posed a few different 
ways of thinking about how adults work together, namely that the way we listen changes 
depending on our context, our audience and our goals. Moreover, he introduced the notion that 
we should not always listen to try and solve problems. Significantly, he already demonstrated 
that skill by not deciding for Cath which work to prioritize.  
The four participants who agreed to be part of the more in depth study were queried about 
their knowledge of debriefing. On the pre-questionnaire, Cath defined a debrief as a short time at 
the end of a protocol, lesson or conversation where the participants have a time to reflect on the 
process and how it went for them. Frances admitted that she was not sure but guessed that a 
debrief is perhaps a reflective practice shared with others on the collaborative team. Anne 
articulated that to debrief is to report back and to examine what occurred during and after a given 
task. She shared that her team informally utilized debriefs at the beginning of meetings to bring 
group members current on personal and shared progress on a given task. Sonny  
defined a debrief as a discussion at the end of an activity, unit or meeting to wrap up. He went on 
to share that this can be talking about what went right, what went wrong or what one would 
change next time. He believed that this is done as a team but also shared that he had not 
personally used this process in a PLC or collaborative team. The researcher noted it as important 
that debriefing was one of the first terms introduced to the participants during the training. Thus, 
during observation and analysis of the data, the researcher monitored the debriefing process 
closely. On day one of the training, each of the four participants studied more in depth had a 
surface knowledge of debriefing. The change in their attitudes and aspirations toward the 
debriefing process ended up being one of the most significant changes these participants 
experienced.  
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 Around 9:15 a.m., after the group debriefed the Work Card activity, Michael asked all 
participants to introduce themselves to the group with their name, their current professional role 
and a brief description of the type of work they brought to the group. Outlined below is a 
summary of what each participant shared aloud to the group during this activity: 
Stella - 7
th
 grade TAG Social Studies teacher; brought Edible Map project and wanted to 
 make it more meaningful for her students. 
Sara - 7
th
 grade Math teacher; wanted input on a math activity. 
Anne - middle school Language Arts teacher; brought a performance task and wanted  
  to revise the rubric. 
Annie - Community Based Instruction Special Education teacher; wanted to improve  
 para-professional expectations. 
Autumn - Community Based Instruction Special Education teacher; brand new teacher,  
 wanted to understand reality of how to write lesson plans. 
Kate - Reading teacher, taught high school previously, taught emotionally and  
 behaviorally disordered students previously; wanted to improve a poetry lesson. 
Sherry - coming to high school from middle school; English teacher; wanted to improve a  
 mini-research project. 
Madison - high school English teacher; brought Into the Wild unit; wanted to improve the  
 work and student writing because it was an “epic fail.”  
Cath - coming from a small Vermont high school; Reading and Language Arts teacher;  
 wanted to improve opening writing routine. 
Matthew - high school math teacher, taking on a more formal leadership role next year;  
 was excited and wanted support in how to make the transition. 
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Sonny - high school English teacher; brought Trans-media assignment; wanted to  
increase higher order thinking skills; improve project. 
Frances - middle school computer teacher; wanted better ideas for better rubrics. 
Samantha - 8
th
 grade Language Arts teacher; wanted a deeper knowledge base and more  
 literary analysis in an assignment. 
Jenni - moving from Chicago, HS English teacher, brought American Poetry Project 
Tracy - 6
th
 grade Language Arts teacher; brought Poetry Assignment; one little boy 
did not get it; had no rhymes; wanted to know how she could have helped him 
better. 
Sally - 7
th
 grade TAG Language Arts and Social Studies teacher; had not taught gifted   
before; moving from a Title 1 school; wanted to increase higher level thinking  
skills; wanted kids to have more of a choice and more of a voice. 
This was a rather quick activity that allowed all participants an opportunity to introduce 
themselves to the entire group and share what work they brought. After the final participant, 
Sally, shared her information, Michael stated matter-of-factly, “There is a lot of work to do.”  
At 9:22 a.m. Michael directed, “Quickly check in with your partner. What was the most 
interesting thing you heard?” Pairs of participants engaged in a short 1- 2 minute conversation. 
Michael shook his baby rattle. Participants stopped their conversations quickly and gave Michael 
their attention.  
  The researcher noted an important aspect of the design of the CFG training in that 
participants were going to be engaging in authentic work. Moreover, Michael raised 
accountability with this activity as each participant had already communicated what work they 
would bring to the group. The researcher also noted that within the first hour, the rattle was 
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already serving its function and participants were already following the facilitator’s expectations. 
Time was being used efficiently due to the procedures that were explicitly established for group 
behaviors as they learned together.  
After all the participants finished their conversations about what they heard, Michael 
said, “Something I didn’t hear...did anyone bring an assessment?” Matthew made a joke about 
Stella bringing the Edible Map that the food could certainly be assessed. Stella laughed and told 
the group that she did have a cupcake business on the side. Many of the participants laughed at 
Matthew’s joke and Stella’s response and invited Stella to bring samples of her baking. Michael 
joked with the group as well but also stated again explicitly his desire for an assessment to 
review as part of an “Examining Assessments” protocol later in the day. He reiterated if anyone 
brought an assessment to please let him know.  
The researcher documented that the atmosphere in the room had already altered. The 
silence of the morning and the evidence of many strangers being in a room together had begun to 
dissipate. These educators were laughing together, showing off their personalities, sharing their 
feelings about their work, listening to one another and actively participating in the experiences 
designed by the facilitator. An hour had made quite a difference for this group of educators.  
Michael next gave each participant a document entitled “SRI Guiding Principles.” (See 
Appendix E) He shared that the School Reform Initiative Board just adopted these Guiding 
Principles in May of 2013. He further explained how the group would use the document. They 
would follow a protocol called “Questions and Assumptions.” (See Appendix F) Michael 
introduced the term protocol to the group at this time and defined it as a “structured 
conversation.” He explained to the participants the steps of this protocol and explicitly stated the 
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goal of the protocol as “surfacing questions and assumptions” about a text. He spent a few 
minutes explaining the term assumption and offered a few examples for clarification.  
On the pre-questionnaire, Cath defined a protocol as a structure to follow in order to have 
meaningful conversations about each other’s work. She shared that she had experience as both a 
presenter and a participant, though not as a facilitator. Frances had an operational definition of 
the concept of a protocol that did not align to protocols used in a CFG. She shared that protocols 
are desired steps to complete a task within an organization. She gave an example of how in her 
last position there was a proper protocol to contact supervisors. Anne shared a similar 
understanding of protocols articulating that it is a set of procedures for completing a task. Anne 
also shared that she did not use protocols in her PLC at her school. Sonny, too, was not familiar 
with using protocols. He defined a protocol appropriately as a step-by-step direction of an 
activity or planning session that has theoretical backing. However, he had never used protocols 
in his work. In summary, only Cath had experience and understanding of using protocols. 
Frances, Anne and Sonny had never participated in a protocol as a participant, presenter or 
facilitator and Cath had experience only with presenting and participation but no experience as a 
facilitator. It was evident to the researcher that there was a lot of room for growth and change 
related to understanding and using structured protocols for collaboration and building 
community.  
Michael next stated that he would give participants 8 -10 quiet minutes to read the text 
“SRI Guiding Principles” and identify questions and assumptions within the text. The protocol 
asks for participants to write down their questions and assumptions as they read, one per sticky 
note. Michael clarified that the participants should identify which of the seven guiding principles 
their question or assumption referred to on their sticky note to assist in the process. He then set 
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his timer on his phone. As participants read the text and wrote questions and assumptions on 
sticky notes, Michael walked around the room and taped seven different colored pieces of 
construction paper on the four different walls. Michael wrote the following in black sharpie 
marker on the colored construction paper: Blue – Aspire #1; Brown - Aspire #2; Green - Aspire 
#3; Yellow - Dare #1; Red - Dare #2; Pink- Dare #3; White - Dare #4. 
Around 9:40 a.m., participants began to arise from their seats and placed their different 
colored sticky notes on the different colored pieces of construction paper aligned to their 
question or assumption. This was a silent, reflective activity. At 9:44 a.m., Michael launched the 
participants into their next experience, which was following the “Affinity Mapping Protocol.” 
(See Appendix G) Michael explained that participants would be asked to get up and visit the 
Dare or Aspire paper in the room that they had the most affinity for; they were told to bring a pen 
and sticky notes with them and told that they could add sticky notes, rearrange sticky notes, 
categorize, etc… but that it was to be a silent activity. The researcher observed the participants 
actively engaged in reading, writing, and moving around their sticky notes that were filled with 
the questions, assumptions and commentary of all the participants in the room. At 9:53 a.m., 
after about twenty minutes of silent reading, silent writing and silent conversation, Michael gave 
the participants an opportunity to talk with one another briefly. At 9:54 a.m., Michael shook his 
baby rattle and asked all participants to return to their seats. Once all participants were seated, 
Michael introduced the participants to the SRI Resource and Protocol Book they all received as 
part of the materials associated with the training. He then stated, “Now, let’s debrief the activity? 
How did the process work for you? What did you notice?” 
Various participants called out with these responses: 
It was fun. 
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It was hard for me not to talk. (Cath) 
Michael asked, “What are you thinking now about process?” 
Various participants called out with these responses: 
I feel I can trust people more when I can hear them. 
Maybe sometimes it is better to truly listen. 
I learned that silence does not have to be awkward. 
At 9:58 a.m. Michael decided to share a chart of data he had collected during the Affinity 
Mapping protocol. He held up an extra-large white post-it chart that he had labeled with all the 
seven different SRI Guiding Principles in the left hand column and the number of participants 
that chose each particular Guiding Principle in the right hand column. In the middle of 
debriefing, he asked participants, “What might this data set tell us?” (See Table 4)  
Table 4 
 
Day 1: Affinity Mapping Protocol Data 
 
 Process Data 
D1 2 
D2 2 
D3 2 
D4 2 
A1 3 
A2 3 
A3 2 
 
Participants noticed that they had a lot of variety in their affinities, yet there were also 
similarities among some participants’ affinities as each SRI Guiding Principle had at least two 
participants who chose that principle as their affinity. Essentially, this was a quantitative 
representation that there were both similarities and differences among the educators in the room. 
The researcher observed that both Sonny and Anne chose Guiding Principle Aspire #2 
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(“Educators aspire to know students well and to engage them in relevant, meaningful and 
demanding work that will make a difference in their lives and communities.”) as their affinity, 
Cath chose Guiding Principle Dare #2 (“Educators dare to engage in public, collaborative 
assessment of student and adult work.”) as her affinity and Frances chose Guiding Principle Dare 
# 4 (“Educators dare to examine their beliefs and question how these beliefs are enacted in their 
practice.”) as her affinity. Michael then posed this poignant question to the group, “How did we 
live some of these Guiding Principles in the last twenty minutes?” Various participants called out 
with responses including Sonny who shared: 
 Everyone was able to have a voice. It was amazing. I have just been a student  
 teacher, and my opinion was just as important. 
Michael spoke up after Sonny’s comment and facilitated more discussion around how the 
protocol helped everyone have a voice. In summary, he highlighted that the structure of the 
protocol and the expectation of both silence and active participation opened up the opportunity 
for equity so each person’s voice could be heard. Participants continued to debrief about the 
process: 
 The intimidation factor goes down when you can be anonymous. 
 There were not any side conversations. 
Michael posed this question, “What was different?” 
We don’t know each other. 
Another participant changed the subject and asked, “Is there any resolve?” 
Michael responded, “My purpose was to get you to think more deeply.”  
Essentially, his answer to her question was no, but he answered it with what the true 
purpose was as opposed to simply saying no. He went on to explain, “I will use the questions you 
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posed on the sticky notes to help me plan.” Seemingly, this was an effort to comfort the 
participant who was seeking answers to the real dilemmas that had surfaced about the work of 
educators. The researcher noticed during this social exchange that there was a real desire for this 
participant to resolve and solve problems or dilemmas. However, Michael, the expert facilitator, 
explicitly stated earlier in the morning and now was reiterating again that the purpose of listening 
and engaging in structured conversation is not about resolving; rather, the purpose is about 
thinking more deeply, helping others think more deeply, and reflecting on one’s own practice, 
beliefs and behaviors. The researcher detected that this notion of resisting the urge to solve 
other’s problems would be revisited throughout the week.  
Michael posed another question to the group regarding his facilitation. He asked, “Do we 
have to go and check-in with each group or have each group share out? This is a typical adult 
learning practice, but is it necessary?” Here, the researcher noted that Michael was assisting the 
participants with thinking about the multiple planes of learning he mentioned earlier during the 
introduction to the week. While the content of debriefing had been primarily regarding their 
participant role, Michael purposefully shifted the conversation to reflect on the facilitator’s role. 
He was already positioning the participants to re-think their roles, to begin thinking about 
themselves as facilitators. Moreover, he juxtaposed the process of this training with a typical 
process of many adult learning programs. Essentially, he was promoting that it is not necessary 
to always have every group share out their content to the entire group. Effective learning can 
take place without that traditional practice. Various participants called out with feedback related 
to facilitation: 
 I like the process of being forced to read something. I would never have read SRI’s  
 Guiding Principles without this protocol. (Cath) 
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 The reflection is so important. (Frances)  
Michael closed the debriefing with a rhetorical question for all participants to ponder, 
“What if we could add reflection to our collaborative and department meetings?” The researcher 
noted the assumption explicit in the question that reflection is not part of current practice for 
educators. Reflection had been taught during the morning as an essential component of 
collaboration yet assumed not to be part of daily practice in the educators’ current work 
environments. With his provocative question, participants were being pushed to consider a 
different way of behaving on their work teams.  
The pre-questionnaire completed by Anne, Cath, Frances, and Sonny supported this 
notion about the lack of reflection on their collaborative teams in the work place.  
For example, all four of the participants responded to the question asking them to describe the 
role that reflections play in your work with your PLC/collaborative team that reflection played 
absolutely no role at all. They each entered the CFG training not having practiced reflection as 
part of their collaborative work. Thus, adding reflection as an essential component of 
collaboration was a major change in both their knowledge and behaviors about effective 
collaboration. This notion was shared poignantly by Cath who wrote on the post-questionnaire, 
“By the end of the first day, I thought I might never want to reflect again, but luckily that passed 
quickly! Reflecting after each new thing learned was hugely helpful in thinking about: “(a) how 
effective that protocol or activity worked for us as learners, (b) how we might use that work with 
students, (c) how we might take that work back to our colleagues, and (d) how we might do that 
work if we were the facilitator, led to more tangible action steps (the Do#5) for us to leave with.” 
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 After closing the debriefing, Michael chose to share with the participants the explicit 
goals of the Critical Friends Groups Coaches’ Institute (See Table 5), review the agenda (See 
Table 3) and code the agenda aligned to the goals (See Table 6).  
Table 5 
 
Goals of July 8 – 12, 2013, Critical Friends Groups Coaches’ Institute  
 
 
1. Explore the significance of learning communities in improving our work 
2. Use several methods for examining student and adult work products 
collaboratively and identify when to use which methods 
3. Give and receive descriptive and thought-provoking feedback and questions 
4. Engage in reflective discourse based on ideas in a variety of texts 
5. Create specific actions for when we leave 
 
 
Table 6 
 
Day 1: Agenda Coded with Goals 
 
Agenda Day 1: 
 
Opening Moves 
Who Are We and What Work Do We 
Have 
Modified Q & A – 1 
Affinity Mapping – 3,4 
Compass Points – 1 
What Will It Take – Microlabs – 1 
Lunch 
Learning From Play – Group Juggle - 1 
Feedback/Looking at Work Sessions- 
2,3 
Closing Moves 
 
He placed sticky notes with numbers next to the agenda items to communicate explicitly how 
their work purposefully and intentionally helped them achieve their goals. Then, he told the 
group they could take a short break and be back at 10:30 a.m.  
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The researcher kept, reviewed and coded all of the “Questions and Assumptions” and “Affinity 
Mapping” protocol sticky notes as part of document data analysis. Listed below are some of the 
statements that the researcher coded as significant. (See Table 7). During the fifteen minute 
break on Day 1, the researcher engaged in short conversations with Jenni, Anne, Cath, Sonny 
and Frances. Around 10:30 a.m., all of the participants were back in the room in their seats 
poised to continue with their learning. Michael opened the session of the training by introducing 
the researcher to the group and asking the researcher to share information about herself and the 
study. The researcher spoke for only a few minutes, answered questions and did share with the 
group the challenge she felt regarding being an observer and not a participant in the work of 
building community.  
She thanked them all immensely for agreeing to be part of the study. At 10:40 a.m., 
Michael asked all of the participants to turn to page 147 in their Resource and Protocol Book and 
choose whether they were most often North, South, East or West. (See Appendix H). Michael 
asked participants to get up from their chairs and physically move to the area of the room labeled 
with their preference. Once there, their task was to read through the five questions and engage in 
conversation with those other participants with similar preferences. The participants stood up and 
gathered at the four different points in the room labeled North, South, East and West. (See Figure 
2, p. 83). 
Table 7 
 
Day 1: Questions and Assumptions Protocol  
 
Aspire 
1 
Are there ways, practices, feelings and beliefs in my teaching that don’t exhibit 
equity for all?  
Aspire 
1 
How are outcomes equitable for each student when grades range from an A to an 
F? How can you determine mastery?  
Aspire 
1 
I assume the determination they are talking about must include collaboration with 
co-teachers.  
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Aspire 
2 
Difficult to do with time crunch and large class sizes. 
Aspire 
2 
Is it really possible to engage all students in demanding work that will make a 
difference in their lives? I want to reach all students, but it’s a struggle sometimes! 
Aspire 
2 
They assume students will engage back. 
Aspire 
3 
Can students learn without a connection to their teacher?  
Aspire 
3 
What is holding me back regarding students and their cultures?  
Aspire 
3 
This assumes that without effectively connecting to students, teachers haven’t done 
their jobs.  
Dare 1 What does accountability among educators look like?  
Dare 1 Accountability Police 
Dare 1 I assume that sharing actions with colleagues entails sharing/giving colleagues your 
lesson/ideas for their personal use/adaptation. In turn, they share as well and it 
builds and improves continually.  
Dare 2 Fear of sharing with adults 
Dare 2 Assumption – some may not take assessment of their work (teachers) as a good 
thing. 
Dare 2 Can public be dangerous if not all faculty is involved with CFG?  
Dare 3 Can teachers be confident enough (not insecure) to hear the questions and 
challenges so the work can be positively transformational?  
Dare 3 To challenge each other’s assumptions, we have to know each other’s assumptions. 
How does this happen?  
Dare 3 This usually leads to discontent because it questions pedagogy. 
Dare 4 Assumption: This causes nothing but conflict and bad blood between teachers. 
 
Dare 4 This assumes that we all do have different beliefs as educators, even if we say 
we’re all on the same page. 
Dare 4 How do we examine each other’s beliefs and questions in productive ways – 
without generating negative feelings?  
 
Six participants gathered with a South preference. Since the group was so large, Michael 
suggested that the group may want to break off into two triads. They made this adjustment. Cath 
was in one of the Southern triads and Frances was in the other Southern triad. Four participants, 
including Sonny, joined the Eastern group. Five participants, including Anne, joined the 
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Northern group and one participant joined the West space in the room. Michael noticed that one 
participant was alone in the Western area, so he walked over and joined that participant.  
The researcher chose not to join one specific group; instead, the researcher desired a 
larger, more generalized perspective and thus moved back to one corner of the room and 
observed the entire room, the hand gestures, facial expressions and body language of the 
participants as opposed to the spoken language and content of their conversations. The researcher 
noticed that every participant in the room was actively engaged, listening or speaking and 
making eye contact with whomever was speaking. Many participants nodded their heads, and 
there was an occasional outburst of laughter. At 10:50 a.m., ten minutes into the activity, one of 
the participants physically left the East group and walked over to the West group. Michael 
commented on this move and laughed uproariously, finding it humorous that the participant had 
decided that she actually did not agree with the other members of the East group and felt she 
would be better suited with a West preference. At 10:57 a.m., Michael announced to the groups 
that they had about one minute remaining for this activity. At 10:58 a.m., Michael shook the 
rattle and participants returned to their seats around the table. The participants next engaged in 
paired conversations. Michael posed a few questions as options for the participants to consider 
after requesting that pairs of participants have a quick conversation about how they completed 
that task: 
“How did you go about completing this task?” 
“Did you complete this task in a Southern way? An Eastern way?” 
Next, Michael asked the participants to get out their journals and create a personal pie chart. 
Their task was to create a graphic representation of themselves at work including what 
percentage of time exhibited characteristics of North, South, East and West. Then, a few minutes 
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later, he asked participants to draw another pie chart, this time charting themselves as they 
ideally would be at work.  
At 11:06 a.m., Michael facilitated the debriefing of the Compass Points activity with a 
direct prompt of, “Ok, now let’s debrief the process.” Various participants shared their thoughts: 
We were in like-minded groups; it made it easier to complete the task because people  
 were like minded. 
 We discussed vulnerabilities. 
 How can I change? How can I be a better mentor? 
 I felt defensive and wanted to say I am not just west. 
Hearing the last comment, Michael stepped in promptly with commentary. He wanted to make 
explicit why he ended with asking them to draw the pie chart. He articulated that, “People are 
complex.” Essentially, no one is completely one preference in all situations all the time. This 
commentary prompted one of the participants to share a story about a similar exercise she 
completed back at her school with her school staff. She shared that her principal and assistant 
principal easily and correctly guessed each other’s self-categorized preferences, but that the 
faculty had completely different views of both the principal and the assistant principal. While it 
was not typical of debriefing process commentary, Michael did not interrupt. The researcher 
noted his decision not to interrupt as yet another subtle facilitative move. The researcher 
concluded that facilitators must always be thinking about when it is appropriate to intervene and 
when it is appropriate to allow the participants to explore their learning in their own ways. 
Moreover, the researcher took this participant’s story to be additional commentary on the 
complexity of people and perceptions, which is why the researcher believed Michael allowed the 
story to be told during debriefing. The researcher summarized and analyzed the meaning of the 
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participant’s story in this manner: We often hold a perception of ourselves that may indeed be 
very different from how others perceive us. Additionally, this participant’s story raised the 
notion of how those who work most closely with each other often have a deeper understanding of 
who that person truly is and their true preferences. For those with whom we do not work as 
closely, the likelihood of misunderstanding them or misperceiving their intentions is much 
greater. Hearing this story from one of the participants was a significant moment for the 
researcher during the observation because it poignantly reminded the researcher that there were 
no school based administrators attending this particular Critical Friends Groups Coaches’ 
Institute. This participants’ commentary regarding how teachers in her school setting 
misunderstood or misperceived administration is one of the topics that the researcher had hoped 
to investigate during this study; however, no administrators signed up for the training. The 
researcher indeed determined the absence of school administration as a limitation of the study. 
The participants continued to debrief the Compass Points process with these comments: 
 This made me understand why meetings are so difficult…because there are a room full 
 of people who are very different. 
 This made me think of co-teaching and how this activity may help. (Sonny) 
This made me remember the great co-teaching team I had because how different we 
 were. Because most people are stressed at work and don’t feel safe, the opposites are not 
 positives. (Cath) 
 Why is it that the opposites seem to be so negative? 
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Figure 2: North, South, East, West Compass Points. The physical arrangement of groups in room 
by preference. 
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 Michael stepped in after the last comment and asked participants to raise their hands if 
they acted differently, that is, had a different preference at home than at work. Four of the 
participants raised their hands. Michael then shared that in his previous work environment “he 
needed to be West all the time because his boss was East.” He also shared with the group that he 
feels most comfortable in East. In sharing his own story, Michael raised points about the benefit 
of having team members who are opposite of one another so that they can complement each 
other for the good of the work to be completed. He again raised the notion of people being 
complex, citing the ability individuals have to behave in a manner that may not be one’s natural 
preference in order to support the good of the organization, the work and learning.  
 
Figure 3: Micro Lab Participant Groups 
 
The researcher noticed the subtle yet strategic placement of the facilitator’s questions and 
anecdotal stories in order to assist the participants with meeting the goals of the activity, which 
are outlined by SRI as “helping us understand how preferences affect our group work.”  
 
 
At 11:27 a.m. Michael set participants up in triads to engage in a Microlab protocol. (See  
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Appendix I) He grouped participants heterogeneously with others who had a different N,S,E,W 
preference although, according to his own facilitator agenda that he shared with the researcher as 
a document for the study, he had planned to give participants a choice to group themselves by 
interest.  The researcher surmised that the comments made during the Compass Points Debrief 
made the facilitator decide that it was important for the participants to be in groups with others 
who had a different work preference from them. This agenda adjustment is evidence of another 
“facilitative move” that was responsive to the specific group. Skilled facilitators must be 
perceptive, willing and able to make adjustments that meet the needs of the group.  
As there were sixteen participants and the Microlab protocol called for triads, Michael 
asked Madison to function as a participant observer during this protocol. Michael asked the 
participants in each triad to sit knee to knee and label themselves A, B or C. Michael explained 
that each participant would have one minute to respond to a prompt during each round. In round 
1, participant A would begin speaking and have one minute to respond, then participant B would 
have one minute to speak, responding to the same prompt, then participant C. Michael explained 
that participants needed to honor each participant’s minute and remember to focus on listening. 
The researcher noted that participants were being asked to behave in a structured manner that 
was not typical of a social interaction; they were learning a new discipline integral to effective 
collaboration though experience. 
The prompts for this Microlab were: 
Round 1: “Describe one moment in your professional practice in the last six months when 
you knew you were in the right place at the right time doing the right work.” 
 Round 2: “Describe one moment in your professional practice in the past six months that  
 fell flat – it tanked.” 
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Round 3: “What is the one thing you know in your heart that you need to do differently, 
or stop doing in order to better serve your students and colleagues?”  
The researcher had to make a decision about where to be and observe during this protocol. Since 
two of the participants who agreed to be part of the more in-depth study were in one triad 
together, the researcher observed that triad. The researcher sat just outside that triad in order to 
be able to see and hear their conversation. The final question elicited commentary from Sonny 
and Cath that the researcher noted as significant, specifically in terms of both Sonny and Cath 
explicitly articulating an aspiration.  
 I need to do a better job of towing the line. I will not make any exceptions. I too quickly  
give in. I think kids are capable of doing more than I give them credit for. (Cath) 
 I need to transition. I am a professional teacher now. I want to be sure to share my  
 opinion and know my ideas are worth the ideas of a veteran. (Sonny) 
Michael facilitated this Microlab and kept the time for the participants. He used his rattle after 
every minute and would call out the letter of the participant who should be speaking. He changed 
the first speaker for each round as outlined in the protocol guidelines. The researcher noticed that 
the participants in the triad she was sitting next to and observing were following the structure 
more closely than other groups. This observation made the researcher cognizant of how her 
presence as an observer may have impacted this particular CFG Institute. Examples of their 
behaviors that were aligned to the protocol expectation included: Cath, Sonny and Matthew sat 
silently a few times when one of them did not speak constantly during the entire minute; they 
each stopped talking immediately when the minute ended even if they were in the middle of a 
sentence; they did not engage in back and forth conversation about what the previous person had 
talked about during their minute. The researcher did look around the room and notice that several 
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participants were not following the structures as tightly. The Microlab protocol lasted about ten 
minutes. As soon as the final participant spoke during the third round, Michael moved 
immediately into debriefing with this question, “What was striking to you about this process?” 
Various participants responded as captured below: 
 We all have different things to work on. 
 It was easier to come up with things to work on than things that were successful. 
 I was distracted by the randomness of Michael calling out A, B, C. 
 I wanted to ensure that what I said was beneficial for others. 
Michael stepped in at this point and raised a process question, “How did I set this up?” The 
group spoke briefly about the process of the protocol. Michael summarized with this statement, 
“Microlab is set up for the presenter.” He expanded on this important notion by discussing that 
Microlabs are designed for the presenter to speak and the participants to listen. Of course, each 
person’s role shifts from presenter to participant every minute. During a Microlab, presenters are 
not going to get feedback about the content; presenters are not going to engage in conversation 
about their content. These characteristics of the protocol and how communication works 
differently than in usual social interactions were important for Michael to surface. He then asked 
all the participants to choose the question that was hardest for them. Each question had several 
participants choose that particular question. Michael went on to explain that Microlabs are 
designed so that the questions become increasingly risky. The three questions are integral to the 
success of the protocol. He asked participants to consider how different the presenters may have 
responded if the third question had been asked first. Michael’s final comment during this short 
debriefing was about the expectation of CFG groups to hold others’ work confidential. This was 
a strategic moment to make this idea explicit because participants were minutes away from being 
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released for lunch. He explained the notion of confidentiality in this manner, “Hold the 
information. Hold the confidence of others. Bring your learning forth, but keep the people here.” 
Then, right before noon on Day 1, Michael released participants for a one hour lunch break.  
 The researcher interviewed Cath during lunch in an empty classroom in the school. Cath 
had brought her lunch, so she was very agreeable to staying. Many of the other participants chose 
to ride together and go have lunch together. Several participants made it a point to ask others if 
they wanted to go eat together to ensure that everyone had a lunch plan. Indeed, the researcher 
noticed that there were no longer strangers in the room, no longer awkward silences during the 
unstructured time. There was an observable increased level of camaraderie among the group that 
had already been established within the first three and a half hours of the Critical Friends Group 
Coaches’ Institute. The researcher also noted that Sally made a point to seek out the researcher 
during the lunch break and share that she had not had time to respond to the e-mail request and 
offer herself as one of the four participants for the more in depth study. She asked the researcher 
if it were too late to offer to be a participant for the more in depth study. The researcher 
expressed sincere appreciation for the offer yet also explained that the four participants had 
already been selected and had already completed a questionnaire prior to the beginning of the 
training. Sally expressed that she was very excited about the researcher’s study and the 
sentiments the researcher had expressed earlier in the morning about the research topic and the 
purpose of the study. For the researcher, this interaction was reassuring. Sally’s feedback assured 
the researcher that her presence as an observer was not negatively impacting Sally’s experience 
of the CFG Institute. Certainly, the presence of a researcher impacted the training, but this 
particular participant offered evidence that the impact was positive and added value to the 
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participant’s experience and understanding about the purpose and meaningfulness of Critical 
Friends Groups.  
At 1:00 p.m., Michael promptly moved forward with the agenda. The participants were 
guided to a different room in the building that had a lot of empty space.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4: Day 1, Group Juggle 
 
He asked the participants to remain standing and form a circle. (See Figure 4) He shared 
that they were going to engage in a Learning from Play experience called Group Juggle. (See 
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Appendix J) In an effort to explain the purpose of this activity, Michael lightheartedly stated, 
“Successful groups play together.”  
 The researcher sat on a table in the corner of the room to observe the participants engage 
in this activity. Michael held a ball and explained that the group was going to form a pattern by 
tossing the ball to each other. During this experience, Michael introduced the terminology norms. 
In a fun way, enhanced tremendously by his wit and sense of humor, Michael shared why it 
would be a good idea to put some rules into play so that participants would not be beaming fast 
balls at each other, so that participants would actually hear their names and be able to look at the 
thrower prior to accepting a ball, and that a “thank you” followed by the thrower’s name would 
be a polite way to signify that the toss was complete. Each participant was asked to call the name 
of a person they were going to throw the ball to and then toss the ball. Michael explained that a 
toss is really a toss, not a beam ball; he humorously used his gestures and body language to incite 
laughter in the room while demonstrating expectations of what to do and what not to do. Michael 
went on to explain that a toss is thrown underhanded and has an arch. He demonstrated the 
expectations by first stating, “Sally” and then underhandedly tossing the ball across the room.  
 Sally caught the ball and said, “Thank you, Michael.” Then, Sally was asked to select a 
participant to toss the ball to in order to continue the pattern. Sally called Stella’s name and 
tossed the ball. Stella thanked Sally, the thrower, and then selected the next recipient. This 
process continued relatively slowly as participants sometimes struggled to know someone else’s 
name, sometimes did not toss or catch well, and sometimes forgot to say thank you. All the 
while, Michael, as well as several of the other participants, crafted jokes and made witty 
comments about the behaviors of the others. Once the group established the pattern, Michael 
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asked them to do it again. After completing the process a second time using one ball, Michael led 
debriefing. He asked the group, “What did you notice?” Several participants responded: 
Easier the second time around. 
 Smoother the second time around. 
 Knew the rules. 
 Knew what was expected. 
Michael then walked over to a bag on the floor, pulled out another ball and stated, “Now, let’s 
try two balls.” There were multiple audible gasps from many participants in the room. Michael 
smiled and tossed his first ball over to Sally. As soon as Sally tossed the first ball, he called her 
name again and tossed the second ball. The researcher watched the participants strive to follow 
the pattern while following all of the expectations outlined. There were multiple times when the 
balls dropped, when participants forgot to say someone’s name or forgot to say thank you. Lots 
of laughter erupted during this round of Group Juggle with two balls. When the final ball thrown 
from Kate to Michael was caught, he thanked her and then asked the group, “What did you 
notice this time?” Various participants shared the following: 
 Two balls was distracting. 
 It was more challenging, more invigorating. 
 I was more focused on checking in…look first, then throw. (Cath) 
 My strategy was to get focused on the person who was throwing to me. 
The researcher noted during this debrief that Cath seemed very comfortable speaking up in front 
of the entire group; however, Sonny, Frances and Anne did not speak aloud as much during the 
whole group activities and debriefs. The researcher made note of this because it was evidence of 
how a person’s more natural tendencies emerge during less structured group settings. Some 
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individuals are naturally more extroverted and others are naturally more introverted. Of the four 
participants, the researcher observed that Cath’s behaviors indicated she was the more 
extroverted, talkative and social of the four participants involved in the more in depth study. 
Frances’s behaviors indicated that she was the most introverted and quiet of the four, but Sonny 
and Anne also displayed behaviors that indicated a more introverted personality and a preference 
often to remain quiet when in a large group, unstructured setting. The researcher noted these 
social tendencies as behaviors that she would want to observe and consider as the week 
progressed as well as perhaps ask about during their interview sessions.  
Michael walked back over to his bag and dumped out balls of various sizes, colors and 
textures including a red ball, green ball, pumpkin ball, leopard skin ball, and eyeball as well as a 
few other intriguing objects including stuffed animals of a giraffe, dog, duck and frog. The 
gasps, oral responses and laughter from the participants erupted in the room. Michael smiled 
mischievously and asked the group how many objects they thought they could handle. Some said 
three and some said six. Michael put it to a vote. Three participants voted for three objects and 
thirteen voted for six objects. So, Michael started the process over again using six objects. The 
researcher observed smiles, laughter, and numerous dropped objects. Participants juggled 6 balls 
three times. After the third round, Michael paused to debrief. He told participants to pick a 
partner and talk about what you noticed. After a few minutes of these paired reflections, Michael 
asked for a few people to share what they noticed. Various participants responded: 
When six things are going, it’s hard to get others’ names. 
My strategy changed. 
You have to try something for three years before abandoning. 
Some of us do better under pressure because we focus more. 
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Seemed to go faster the more we did it. 
This shows why agendas are important. 
Michael stepped in at this comment and asked, “What does the agenda provide?  
The participant responded, “Structure.” 
Michael summarized the debrief commentary with “So, structure is important.” 
The researcher noted here the importance of the experiences of the day building up to this 
simple yet powerful inductive comment of “structure is important.” Throughout Day 1, the 
participants had both experienced together and reflected on together how the activities of the 
day, each with varying degrees of structure imbedded, had impacted their interactions, their 
efficiency and their effectiveness. Michael did not begin the day telling the participants that 
structure is important; instead, he set up learning activities for them in which they would 
experience first-hand varying degrees of structure; moreover, he led the participants through 
processes so they would consider and discuss how those varying structures impacted the 
processes and the learning. Within the first four hours of the CFG training, participants had 
experienced having to follow protocols and were introduced to the terminology of a protocol.  
Of the four participants in the more in-depth study, only Cath had prior knowledge and 
experience with using protocols as part of a CFG or PLC. The researcher noted the importance of 
learning by doing; it was so much more powerful for participants to come to an understanding 
through authentic experience than to come to an understanding by being told or by reading about 
structure or protocols in a book. For new learning about the importance of structure for effective 
group interactions to emerge through an inductive process and come out of the mouth of a 
participant and not the “trainer” struck the researcher as an extremely significant moment. 
Perhaps new knowledge was gained or perhaps attitudes were changed related to structures both 
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for the individual participant who made the statement and also for other members of the group. 
The researcher was able to follow up on the changes in knowledge and attitude related to 
structure and protocols during the interviews and final questionnaire. Frances stated that, “with 
the protocols that I had the opportunity to engage in with the team, I found they offered structure 
promoting equity and guidance in reaching requested outcomes. The low-risk environment 
promoted growth for all members during protocol discussions.” Sonny shared that, “a protocol is 
a structured conversation. Protocols are used to define, refine, manage dilemmas and generate 
ideas.” Cath shared, “Protocols provide an agreed upon guideline for team discussions. They 
are divided into families (Descriptive, Refining, Dilemma Management, and Generative). By 
utilizing the guidelines, team participants are able to build trust and use a structured order 
for collaboration.” Anne articulated that, “My attitude has positively changed and my 
knowledge has expanded. I feel as though I am more reflective as an educator and that I have the 
skills to create better lessons and to give more thoughtful feedback to my students.” The 
experiences of engaging in structured protocols impacted the knowledge and attitude of all 
participants in the research study. Structure and protocols are an important component of 
effective collaboration yet often overlooked in the real work setting.  
Michael seemed to know an important concept was bubbling up in the participant; he 
stepped in at a precise moment during the Group Juggle debrief and posed a follow up question. 
His decision to step in at that moment surfaced as another facilitative move that demonstrated the 
importance of skilled facilitation. The researcher concluded that the moments when Michael 
stepped in and the questions that he posed throughout the morning all had been strategic in order 
to lead the participants all toward collective understanding about the importance of having 
structures in place when working in groups and striving to build community.  
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 After the poignant summary comment regarding the importance of structures, Michael 
firmly said, “Guys, it’s time to juggle them all!” The group then juggled all 12 objects. There 
were objects dropping all around the room and lots of laughter. One significant moment was 
when two objects actually collided in mid-air in the middle of the circle. During debriefing of the 
12 item Group Juggle, Michael posed, “Let’s move to applications. What are you thinking about 
now? How did the group handle juggling 12 items?” 
 Sometimes people got their own. 
 People kept going even when things were out of order. 
 Adjustments were made. 
 People switched hands. 
Michael stepped in and made an analogy of adjustments being like formative assessments and 
then closed the debriefing. The participants’ body language indicated that most thought this 
activity was over, but Michael stepped in and said, “Now, we’re going to do it backwards.” The 
participants gasped and made a few jokes. Some expressed not even wanting to give it a try 
because they knew they would not be successful. They all did juggle again going in reverse 
order. At the end of the reverse juggle, Michael stated, “Okay, last couple of quick analogies on 
things we noticed. We stuck to our norms of stating names and saying thank you.” 
Some expressed liking the change and others expressed not liking it at all. Michael closed the 
debriefing by asking, “How could this application work in your own setting?”  
 I’ve done this with kids and it’s always really fun. (Cath) 
Michael also shared a story about a principal who used this activity with a staff to prioritize three 
initiatives. He concluded with sharing his perspective that Group Juggle is a way to introduce 
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how to build norms, structures, or rules around communication. Michael then told the group to 
head back to their main room.  
The participants arrived back to their seats and were ready to move on to the next activity 
at 1:47 p.m. Michael requested that they spend more time debriefing the Microlab that they 
engaged in before lunch. “What did you think about the process?” 
 It felt good that people were listening to what I said for a minute. (Frances) 
 I had more confidence knowing I wouldn’t be interrupted. (Anne) 
Michael stepped in and asked, “By everyone having their minute, how does that align to the SRI 
Guiding Principles?”  
 Equity. 
 Accountability. 
 There was no pressure to have to think about things to say. That is why I got into CFGs  
 so much at my school this past year…to have rules that say Cath don’t talk for fifteen 
 minutes…I like that. (Cath) 
Michael posed this question, “How did the time work? Fifteen minutes?” 
 Heavy duty thinking in a short amount of time. 
 Do-able. 
 The structure opened up risk taking…maybe protocols allow for risk-taking. (Cath) 
Michael asked, “What did you notice about the questions?” 
 They each got riskier. (Sonny) 
Michael shared that there is intentionality around Microlab questions and shared a document 
with sample Microlab questions that participants could consider using in their own work. (See 
Appendix K) 
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 During one of the interviews with Sonny, he shared with the researcher that one of his 
pivotal, transformational moments occurred during the Microlab protocol. He articulated that the 
specific moment occurred during the third question. At that moment, he realized that he had 
never really stopped to reflect on his student teaching and that he had never even thought about 
reflecting on his own practice. At that moment, he felt comfortable enough stating that he needed 
to focus on increasing his professional confidence. In response to the researcher’s inquiry as to 
why that protocol enabled him to have that pivotal, professional moment, he responded that “the 
structure, knowing no one would respond and the fact that the two other people in the group did 
not know me very well enabled me to feel like I could say out loud what I’d been feeling.” The 
researcher noted several important concepts in Sonny’s response. First, the structure of the 
protocol enabled reflection as well as security. Additionally, the researcher noted a rationale for 
purposefully changing up group members when attempting to build community in schools. 
While it is certainly priority work with a small PLC of colleagues to get to know one another 
very well, Sonny’s response provided insight into the notion that mixing groups and placing 
individuals together with colleagues they do not know very well at time could enable reflection 
and transformational, professional moments as well.  
Michael appeared to listen carefully during debriefing of the Microlab protocol as he 
wrote down a list of phrases to pose as their norms. He defined norms for the group as “how we 
agree to work together.”  
Prior to the training, Cath was the only participant of the four participating in the more in 
depth study with experience using norms as part of a PLC. Through the data analysis, the 
researcher determined that the process for creating shared norms and using norms to build trust 
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was one of the most pivotal aspects of being in the training and developing as a true learning 
community.  
The phrases Michael lifted from the Microlab debriefing were: 
 
Listen fully and be listened to 
Structured time to think and talk 
Focus on my role/job 
Thoughtful, planned 
Time to reflect, think 
Accountability 
Equity 
Focus on content, what’s important to me 
Purpose 
Heavy duty thinking in a short period of time 
Meaningful 
Encourage risk 
Michael shared his written list with the participants and then asked, “What’s missing?” Madison 
mentioned confidentiality, and Frances expressed that it would be necessary to add a norm 
related to goals. Modeling the importance of creating shared norms, Michael added these phrases 
to the list: 
Share the work not the worker 
Focus on our growth.  
He looked at the group with the list hanging on the wall and waiting for about fifteen seconds in 
silence while the participants read through and considered whether the list captured all of their 
thinking. After that important time of reflective silence, he said, “Okay.” His tone and body 
language indicated that it was time to move on. 
 At 2:12 p.m. on Day 1, Michael introduced the categories of protocol families and hung a 
poster on the wall with the names of each: Descriptive, Refining, Dilemma Management, 
Generative, and Building Shared Understanding. Michael then passed out a card to three 
participants. He asked Jenni to read the Description card, Sonny to read the Interpretation card 
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and Sherry to read the Evaluation card. Michael tracked key words for participants while each 
card was read. Key words for description were identify and observe; key words for interpretation 
were meaning, assign, intent and key words for evaluation were preference, value, and examine. 
He then facilitated a min-lesson on the difference between describing and interpreting. He 
challenged the participants to think about what they spend the majority of their time doing each 
day and offered his assumption that it was evaluating. He expressed that too often educators go 
straight to evaluation. After his mini-lesson, he said, “Now we are going to evaluate our 
learning.” At 2:21 p.m., Michael stepped into the middle of the group and asked the participants 
to practice describing him, remembering not to interpret or evaluate. He advised that they use the 
stem, I see…Various participants contributed: 
 I see glasses. 
 I see curls. (Anne) 
Michael asked, “What is it that you see that makes you say curls?” 
 I see hair flipping up. (Anne) 
 I see facial hair. 
 I see a smile.  
Michael, “What didn’t she say? She did not say I see a happy person.” 
 I see a ring. 
Michael, “What didn’t she say? She did not say I see a married man.” 
 I see black fabric. 
 I see stripes on clothing. 
 Is what we don’t see as important as what we do see? (Frances) 
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After a few moments of practicing description without interpretation or evaluation, Michael 
stood up from his chair. He reviewed their operational definition of a protocol as a “structured 
conversation” and then explained the steps of the Examining Assessments Protocol. (See 
Appendix L) He summarized all of the steps the participants would follow and ended by saying, 
“Your job is a participant. My job is a facilitator. As a facilitator, I will keep time and guide us 
through steps of the protocol.” He then passed out a document to all participants. It was a copy of 
a quiz from a high school business class. At 2:30 p.m., he told the participants they would have 
6-8 minutes to quietly examine the assessment and document by describing. As participants 
quietly reviewed the artifact, Michael walked around the room picking up the note cards from the 
morning’s Opening Moves activity. At 2:36 p.m., the researcher observed that four participants 
were no longer engaged in silent reading and documenting on the assessment but looked 
disengaged. Several were checking their phones. Simultaneously at 2:36 p.m., Michael called out 
that the participants had one more minute. At 2:37 p.m., Michael explained that during this step 
in the protocol, the participants would be asked to each speak in a round. He specified that 
during this descriptive round, each participant’s response should be, “short, quick, find a period.” 
He also reminded participants to use the stem, I see… 
Participants’ responses for the first descriptive round were: 
 I see two tables of data. 
 I see fifteen questions. 
 I see that every question has more than one part to it. (Anne) 
 I see all capital letters. 
I see that the chart at the bottom of the front side goes with questions on back. (Anne) 
I see no point values. (Sonny) 
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I see little room for calculations. (Frances) 
I see all questions require numbers. 
I see charts without instructions. 
I see progression of age and progression of time. 
I see font is a different size for the second chart. (Cath) 
I see no line between annual rate and daily rate. (Sonny) 
I don’t see instructions on partial correct answers. (Frances) 
Michael stepped in after a pause in the comments from participants and said, “Getting deeper 
into description is a skill.” After several more seconds of silence, a few more participants made 
more descriptive comments: 
 I see some four digit numbers with commas and some four digit numbers without  
 commas. I think students might get confused by that. (Frances) 
The researcher noted that the previous comment moved beyond description to evaluation, yet 
neither Michael nor any of the participants chose to step in or call attention to this. This is one of 
the many decisions that facilitators have to consider as they are teaching participants the new 
skill of postponing interpretation and evaluation in order to describe.  
 I see multi-cultural names. 
At 2:50 p.m., Michael stated that they would move to the try part of the protocol. Participants 
were given a few minutes to try and work out portions of the assessment.  
The researcher noted that participants were actively engaged in the activity, many using 
calculators to try and work out the problems. During this portion of the protocol, one of the 
participants walked out of the room and two of the participants who were sitting next to one 
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another engaged in a whispered conversation. The researcher noticed Michael observe the 
participant leave the room and review his notes.  
At 2:58 p.m. Michael stated that they would move to the interpret step of the protocol. 
Michael asked the participants to speak in the voice of a student during this round. He gave 
example stems they could consider using such as I am working on… or “I am trying to show…” 
During this portion of the data collection, the researcher made the decision to only 
capture the responses of the four participants who were part of the in depth study. The researcher 
noted that all participants shared in rounds during this portion of the protocol, but the researcher 
only collected the comments of Cath, Sonny, Frances and Anne. 
I am working on number three, but I am not sure if they want the monthly premium or the 
annual premium. (Anne) 
I am frustrated because I don’t know the vocabulary. (Frances) 
I am working on number three and assuming they are married. (Sonny) 
I am working on number four and trying to figure out how he is saving money. (Anne) 
I am working on how to do a vertical math problem in a horizontal space. (Frances) 
I am working on trying to figure out the chart at the bottom of the page. (Sonny) 
I am working on developing a system so that my teacher understands which answers go 
with which question. (Cath) 
Michael stepped in and stated that for the next step in the protocol, the participants would make 
comments from an educator’s point of view. He provided this stem for participants to use, “If 
completed successfully, this assessment would show that…” 
Students can organize their answers in a way the teacher can understand. (Anne) 
Students know that CD refers to certificate of deposit. (Cath) 
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Students were given more information. (Sonny) 
Students never missed a day and read ahead. (Frances) 
Can I be pessimistic? They saw the answers. (Sonny) 
Students are able to parse out steps of the problem. (Cath) 
Michael stepped in again and explained that the next step in the protocol allowed for a 
discussion. It would not take place in structured rounds. Participants could engage in back and 
forth conversation. He provided a prompt to get the discussion started, “In terms of Curriculum, 
Instruction and Assessment, this assessment raises for me…” 
 It’s important for teachers to take their own assessments. (Frances) 
 We need to think about how we want to evaluate an assessment. (Frances) 
 Is this assessment set up to evaluate what we really want students to know? (Frances) 
 How often do we have student voice? Student feedback? (Michael) 
 It’s important to show relevance, add writing, be able to apply skill. (Anne) 
Michael stepped in again and stated that the final step would return to rounds and each 
participant would respond to this question, “What do you commit to do now as a result of this 
protocol?” Michael provided the prompt of, “I commit to:” 
 Write early and take assessments a week or so later before giving it to students. 
 (Sonny) 
 I want to commit to what Sonny said, but I don’t have the time. I commit to giving  
 enough space and making it clear where to answer. (Cath) 
 I commit to cutting out redundant, repetitive questions and asking more relevant,  
 meaningful questions. (Anne) 
 I commit to making a clear connection to a skill. (Frances) 
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At 3:30 p.m., Michael moved to debrief the protocol. He stated, “Because of the size of this 
group, let’s debrief the process in smaller groups.” Sonny and Matthew partnered up. The 
researcher chose to record Sonny’s comments in the small group debrief. 
 I liked the student point-of-view aspect. (Sonny) 
I think the process would work better in a small collaborative team rather than a large 
group. (Sonny) 
At 3:34 p.m. Michael shook the rattle and moved to a whole group debriefing. He expressed that 
by going over someone else’s assessment, we can learn a lot about ourselves. He then asked, 
“What if we build in this type of work with our collaborative teams?” He also reinforced that the 
presenter does not have to be in the room for this assessment protocol. He then opened up the 
whole group debrief for participant comments: 
 It’s hard to challenge a peer’s assessment. 
 The stems were helpful. 
 It was helpful to use an assessment that was not one of ours as our first try. 
 I actually feel different from you. I feel nervous now about sharing my work. We were  
 critical. It felt unfair. Made me more nervous about sharing my own work. (Cath) 
Michael shared with the group that the role of the facilitator is to protect the presenter during a 
protocol. He also asked that everyone review the purpose of the Examining Assessments Protocol 
and reminded the group of the importance of the norms. At 3:46 p.m., he asked, “What norm or 
norms were particularly present during the assessment protocol?” He asked participants to talk to 
a partner about that question. As participants were having their paired conversations about how 
their norms were present in the room, Michael passed out a blank piece of NCR paper to each 
individual participant. Once everyone had a piece of paper, Michael shook the rattle again to 
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gain everyone’s attention. He reminded the participants about the importance of the Work Cards 
from earlier in the day and that he would be using the cards to craft the agenda for the week. He 
then explained that each day they would end with a space for written reflection. He explained 
that each of the participants had just been given a piece of NCR reflection paper so that they 
could keep a copy and a copy could be given to him. He shared with participants a way to 
organize their reflections. 
Table 8 
 
Reflections Template 
 
 
What resonated with my 
practice? 
 
 
New Learnings: 
 
 
Questions that linger? 
 
 
As a result of today, I 
commit… 
 
He explained that the middle box was private and would only be shared with the facilitator but 
that he would read aloud portions of each participant’s reflections at the beginning of the next 
day as a way to honor the time they spent together in reflection. He then gave the participants 
about seven silent minutes to write their reflections. At 4:01 p.m., he broke the silence by asking 
that they close the day with a round of responses to one of these two prompts: What I learned 
today… or What I appreciated most about today… 
 Learned multiple ways to communicate. 
 Appreciated what I learned about assessment. 
I want the 
facilitator to 
know… 
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 Learned about being a better listener. 
 Appreciated being in a room full of teachers. 
 I appreciated my group’s answers to the first Microlab question. (Cath) 
After these comments, Michael stepped in and let the participants know that he would be moving 
their name tags around for the next day, he asked that they turn in one copy of their reflections 
and also turn in the copies of the work they brought. Day 1 ended at 4:04 p.m. 
 Critical Friends Groups Coaches’ Institute: Day 2 – Observations and Analysis 
 The researcher noted that at 8:00 a.m. Michael was sitting on the floor next to Jenni 
engaged in a one-on-one conversation about the work she planned to bring to the group. Other 
participants entered the room between 8:00 a.m. and 8:30 a.m. and engaged in polite greetings 
with each other as they searched for their name tags. Michael had rearranged the places where 
each participant would sit for Day 2.  
 
Figure 5: Day 2, Set Up of Room and Seating of Participants 
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Michael welcomed everyone promptly at 8:30 a.m. and began the day with a caution to the group 
summarized in this manner by the researcher: “Do not go back to your schools and ‘CFG’ your 
colleagues as they will not have had this rich experience that we are sharing together.” He 
specifically posed these questions for each participant to consider. “How many hours were we 
together yesterday? How many weeks would it take for you to engage in that much work with 
your colleagues back at school?” The participants noted that they were able to engage in seven 
hours of focused work together on Day 1 and most noted that it would take at least seven weeks 
for them to have seven hours to work in that manner with their teams back at school. This 
opening commentary was extraordinarily significant to the researcher as it highlighted time again 
as a major obstacle that school teams face when seeking to build community in schools.  
 Michael quickly moved on to short commentary regarding a hallmark of learning 
communities being established rituals and routines. He shared the notion that the beginning of a 
group’s collaborative time together is an opportunity to build in meaningful rituals. He went on 
to explain to the group how to engage in an activity called Connections that is designed as a way 
for people to build a bridge from where they are or have been to where they will be going and 
what they will be doing. It is a time for individuals to reflect within the context of a group. (See 
Appendix M) Several participants expressed sentiments during the nine minutes set aside for 
Connections. The researcher captured these statements: 
 I was not able to reflect anymore last night. I outdid myself. I never thought I could  
 reflect too much. (Cath) 
 I am wondering how I am going to process all of this knowledge. 
 I learned a new way of thinking. It’s a welcome change. (Anne)  
 I might have appreciated an overview of the whole program before starting. (Frances) 
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 It might be more helpful to experience after a year of teaching.  
 My mentor shared with me last night that she was diagnosed with cancer. (Michael)  
 I thought more about advisement which is twenty minutes per day and how I can  
 actually take some of these strategies and use them with students. 
 My principal called me last night and I explained to him that I was learning about CFGs.  
 I asked him if he had ever heard about them and if he ever considered using them in his  
 school. He said that he had heard of them but never considered it because it required  
 trust and openness and there is not trust and openness in their faculty.” 
 I have been thinking about how I can use group juggle to generate buy-in from staff  
 about how to prioritize. 
Michael closed Connections and opened up debriefing about the process of Connections. The 
participants shared: 
 It was different because we are used to being told a topic. It was different just to be  
open. (Anne) 
 It helped reinforce the listening. The biggest thing I’m learning so far is how to listen  
 better. 
I had a little bit of an aha moment. But, how does it actually work? How can it  
 actually be implemented in a real school setting?  
 I love Connections. I do it with a small group at school. It was more personal. We 
 shared very personal stories. It serves to connect people. My guess is by the end of the  
 week people will share things that are not necessarily related to work. (Cath) 
At this moment, Michael stepped in and asked, “Before we move on, is there anyone who wants 
to share any more about Connections?” No one responded.  
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Cath’s experience having participated in a CFG showed during debriefing of Connections 
as she explained to the group that in her experience Connections was rarely a time to share 
information about the individual’s or group’s work, but it was usually more personal. The 
researcher noted that Michael had actually shared a very personal sentiment during Connections 
in the midst of many comments about the work, seeking to model the way of Connections, but 
that it was Cath that explicitly shared an important lesson about how to engage in Connections. 
Essentially, Cath stepped up as a co-facilitator at this moment, and it was at that precise moment 
that Michael ended the debriefing. He chose to stop when a poignant statement about the process 
had been articulated.  
The researcher noted that responses to the study’s research questions emerged explicitly 
during Connections, the first activity of Day 2. Participants orally described and interpreted their 
experiences and changes in themselves. For example, Anne expressed to the group that she was 
learning a new and changed way of thinking, explicitly sharing that she was changing as a result 
of her social interactions within this group using these structures. Several participants cited that 
they were learning new ways of listening. Moreover, Cath expressed a sentiment that she had 
actually reflected more than she thought possible, evidence of engaging in behavior beyond what 
she had ever experienced or imagined for herself. The researcher noted that Sonny neither spoke 
during Connections nor during the debriefing of Connections. The researcher also noted that 
Frances had expressed a sentiment of being somewhat uncomfortable with the training process 
without having had an overview of the whole program prior to participating. The researcher 
wondered whether the experiences and the changes thus far were more significant, more 
unexpected or more challenging for Sonny and Frances than Cath and Anne. Finally, one of the 
participants stated that she had an A-ha moment and wondered how collaboration can truly be 
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implemented in a real school setting. The researcher noted that the participant was actually 
raising the same question as the researcher. In order to have this question surface for the 
participant, the researcher concluded that the experience of the CFG training must have been 
significantly different than the collaborative work that participant had experienced previously in 
her work.  
After debriefing Connections, Michael next moved straight into an oral reading of select 
excerpts from participants’ written reflections from Day 1. He read aloud these statements to the 
group: 
 “I’m glad I will have the opportunity here to work on my work.”  
 “Communication of and reinforcement of norms and structure resonated with me.” 
 “I learned and enjoyed the group juggle. I hope to use this with my department this  
upcoming year.” 
“I really enjoyed the approach to examining assessments, and I am very interested in  
experiencing the other protocol families.”  
 “There are ways we can challenge each other and question each other and come out better  
 for it…not with hurt feelings and the desire to not collaborate in the future. This,  
 however, is dependent on norms and culture of the group.” 
 “I really liked how the norms were created by the participants not just the facilitator.” 
 “I have never thought about examining assessments the way we did today.”  
 “Will the intense activity of examining assessments become more meaningful and  
 efficient while becoming less exhausting?” 
 “How can I/we establish consistent equity?”  
 “How can we hear from more people in our group without going all the way around?”  
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 “How can we create specific actions for when we leave?”  
 “Do we get to the rest of the protocol families?”  
 “I commit to listening harder – without the stress of thinking I need to contribute all the  
 time.”  
 “I commit to exploring more opportunities to create connections with my students.”  
 “I will commit to making assessments with higher depth of knowledge questions.”  
 “I commit to making myself vulnerable to receive criticism constructively with the desire  
 to learn and grow as a teacher.”  
Michael’s behavior of reading aloud key statements from the previous day’s written reflections 
was another example of a ritual that could be imbedded into the practice of a collaborative team. 
It was evident in the reflection statements shared aloud that the norms were an important element 
of the first day’s learning. At 9:04 a.m., Michael reviewed the agenda for the day and asked the 
participants, “Does anything seem to be missing from the agenda based on what we heard from 
the reflections? (See Table 8) 
Table 9 
 
Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute Day 2 Agenda 
 
Agenda Day 2: 
Opening Moves 
      Connections 
      Reflections 
      Agenda 
      Norms 
Looking at Work: Refining Family 
Pre-conferencing 
Lunch 
Learning From Play: Zones of Comfort, 
Risk, Danger 
Looking at Work: Families TBD 
Closing Moves 
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The researcher noted that Michael used the oral reading of the written reflections to refine 
and craft the agenda for Day 2; reading the reflections aloud assisted the participants with 
understanding others’ thinking and others’ questions, thereby assisting participants with 
understanding how the agenda was shaped collectively. None of the participants asked for a 
revision to the agenda. Next, Michael shared a version of the norms that he “took a risk to 
reword” based on the norms statements collectively generated from the previous day. At 9:16 
a.m., he then engaged the participants in an activity that asked them to identify the explicit 
connections between the original norms statements and the revised wording of the norms he had 
posed for consideration. He shared the sentiment that “words are complex” and “we do not have 
common definitions yet.” Michael facilitated the rewording of the norms and several alterations 
were made based on input from the participants as they expressed what connotation specific 
words held or clarified a definition of a specific word. The result of this activity was a revised 
version of collectively generated and agreed upon norms. (See Table 9) 
 
Table 10 
 
Critical Friends Group Norms 
 
Norms 
Support my Skill as a Listener 
Build Mutual Accountability 
Practice Equity in the Conversation 
Spend Structured Time on What Matters 
Build Safety to Take Risks for Growth 
Keep Us Focused on Purpose 
Thoughtfully Participate 
Share the Work, Not the Worker 
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Michael next asked each participant to grab a sticky note and write on it “which norm 
you are naturally good at and that you will hold onto and bring to the group today.” He instructed 
participants to attach the sticky note to the back of their individual name tag and remain 
cognizant about how each lives this self-selected norm throughout the day. The change in 
understanding and attitude regarding norms was one of the most significant and common 
changes among Anne, Cath, Frances and Sonny. Each began the training with little to no 
experience with using norms, no framework for creating norms together with a collaborative 
team and no appreciation with how norms help to guide a group to build trust and take risks. 
However, by the end of the training, their experiences and sentiments had changed significantly. 
Cath articulated, “I’ve never worked with a group where the norms lived and breathed and 
worked so effectively. I always knew norms were capable of that, but hadn’t seen it in action.” 
Frances shared that:  
Norms were not established at my prior teaching position. My knowledge and attitude  
about norms has changed since the CFG Coaches’ Institute. Stating the norms for the  
team to view assists members to follow the agreed upon structure. Norms provided a net  
to move forward, permitting risk-taking which fosters growth in a team setting. 
 
Anne communicated: 
Norms are a set of rules, but rules that we as a group have decided upon. As we created  
them, it was easier to commit them to memory and to utilize the norms throughout  
various protocols. I see how important norms are and how essential it is for those  
following the norms to be part of their creation. When I use norms with my students, I  
will give them a hand in creating them. 
 
Sonny stated: 
Norms are a set of understandings that the group creates to make sure that the goals are  
being accomplished effectively. My collaborative team back at school did not have  
norms; my knowledge has changed because I was unsure exactly what they were before  
the CFG Institute. I have learned about norms and love the idea of creating norms. 
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It was the process as well as the utilization of the norms to build trust that impacted the 
participants so significantly.  
After finalizing their norms and each choosing a norm to focus on for the day, Michael 
asked participants, “How do we build accountability?” He went on to explain that one way to 
build accountability is to share the responsibility of facilitation. Consequently, he posed, “Who 
will facilitate Connections tomorrow morning?” Kate immediately volunteered with, “I’m a 
leader. I’m a North,” referencing the activity from the previous day.  
 Michael thanked Kate, wrote her name in his journal and moved on to engage the group 
in a Tuning Protocol. (See Appendix N) Protocols are outlined step by step in the SRI Resource 
and Protocol Book with a footer that reads, “Protocols are most powerful and effective when 
used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a skilled facilitator.” 
As such, the researcher chose not to continue to explicate all of the details of each protocol for 
readers; rather, the researcher chose to describe poignant facilitative moves observed that are not 
written explicitly as part of the protocol. Additionally, the researcher chose to share significant 
behaviors or statements of the facilitator, presenter and participants. For example, because there 
were sixteen participants in this particular CFG training, Michael decided to adapt the Tuning 
Protocol so that smaller groups of three or four participants formed in order to increase 
engagement and increase equity of voices being heard. Michael did this in response to sentiments 
articulated in the written reflections from Day 1 that proceeding in rounds in such a large group 
limited equity of their voices. Additionally, the researcher noted that Michael asked Jenni and 
Kate to switch places so that the presenter would be next to the facilitator. Michael modeled for 
the participants the importance of the physical proximity of the presenter to the facilitator during 
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a protocol. He also taught the participants the important characteristics of a clarifying question, 
that it should be “easy for the presenter to answer. There should be a quick response.”  
He illustrated by asking Cath, “Where did you get that ring?” Cath responded 
immediately, “South Carolina.” He further explained that a clarifying question is for the 
participant not the presenter. Clarifying questions should assist participants with understanding 
the context of what the presenter is sharing. Following the steps in the Tuning Protocol, Jenni 
began and shared the context of the project that she wanted to tune. After her presentation, 
Michael could have moved on to the next step as the protocols outlines. However, he decided to 
pause and provide the presenter with a little more think time and then he asked, “Is there 
anything else that you’d like to share?” Jenni paused and then went on to share more details of 
the project and the experiences that students had in her class with similar subject matter. Michael 
explained to the participants that this was an intentional facilitative move on his part and that he 
has learned through experience that adding this additional step to the protocol often elicits from 
the presenter more significant information or the core question. After listening to Jenni share the 
background of her project, Michael stated, “A moment ago you said that what you really wanted 
improved was a connection. Might that be your purpose?” Jenni was pleased with this suggestion 
and responded affirmatively. This was another example of a facilitative move that Michael 
modeled, adjusting the presenter’s guiding question after listening more to her presentation of the 
work. The researcher’s analysis resulted in an understanding that facilitators must have excellent 
listening skills as well as the confidence to make such a suggestion if the presenter seems to 
change an initial focus. At 9:53 a.m., Michael taught the participants the difference between 
warm and cool feedback by offering operational definitions. He stated: 
Warm feedback is essential feedback and ensures that the presenter keeps this element of  
a project or plan. Warm feedback equals don’t lose this. Cool feedback is not icy. Cool  
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feedback refers to areas in a project or plan where there may be a gap with the stated  
goal.  
 
Michael then gave the participants ten to twelve minutes to quietly review the work, noting areas 
for warm and cool feedback. During the quiet review of the work, Michael and Jenni engaged in 
a whispered private conversation. It appeared to the researcher that he was explaining to her how 
he was going to physically position her away from the group during the next step in the protocol.  
At 10:11 a.m., Michael asked the participants to form smaller groups to discuss their 
warm feedback first with each other before sharing aloud. (See Table 15) This was an adaptation 
of the Tuning Protocol given the large size of the group and the feedback from the reflections. 
He visited groups during this time and engaged in direct feedback with the participants 
reminding one group to use the pronoun “we” instead of “you” in order to own the work and 
assist the presenter with giving away the work for a short while; he reminded another group not 
to use the phrase “we like” when giving warm feedback but instead to explain where it is 
“aligned to the goal.” Each of the four participants involved in the more in depth study were 
sitting in different groups. The researcher chose to sit near Anne’s group and observe their 
conversation more closely.  
The researcher noted several significant facilitative moves during the Tuning Protocol. 
First, Michael physically turned Jenni away from the group and explained to participants that he 
recommends doing this so that the presenter can focus more on listening and to assist the 
presenter with resisting the urge to engage in the conversation with the participants. Michael also 
explained that the role of the presenter was to listen and take vigorous notes on the feedback 
from participants. Additionally, Michael chose to facilitate and participate during the cool 
feedback round of this protocol. He discussed with the participants at that moment that choosing 
whether or not to participate as a facilitator needs to be a strategic decision. Typically, he 
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recommended, novice facilitators should not try to do both, but sometimes it may be helpful if a 
group is particularly small. The researcher noted that Michael likely chose to participate during 
that particular part of the protocol in order to model effective cool feedback. Finally, Michael 
taught the group that it is always important to pass back the physical artifacts to the presenter in 
order to keep the confidentiality of the work as well as to provide the presenter with more written 
feedback to consider. At 10:40 a.m., Michael thanked Jenni and launched into debriefing the 
protocol. He asked specifically, “What are you learning about being a participant?” 
As a participant, I learn just as much. I can be a better teacher. (Frances) 
 I liked that we owned the work. 
 
Figure 6: Day 2, Tuning Protocol Seating of Participants 
 
 Michael did explain that the emphasis on using collective pronouns is a regional feature 
of Georgia SRI facilitators. He also checked in with Jenni and asked her how the group’s use of 
118 
 
 
 
collective pronouns felt to her as the presenter. She responded that it helped by “making it less 
personal” and helping her “not feel offended.”  Jenni also articulated that the specific behavior 
by participants of saying “we” and “our” instead of saying “you” and “your” when referencing 
her project made her feel much more comfortable sharing her work. Michael summarized this 
portion of the debriefing with, “Some of us are coming to understand that the words we use with 
our colleagues have big impact.” While listening to this debrief, the researcher concluded that 
there are specific behaviors that groups must take to build in a sense of collective responsibility, 
which is cited in the research as an important characteristic of a PLC. The behavior of using 
collective pronouns is a communication skill that must be practiced and that will enhance a 
group’s sense of unity.  
 The debriefing of the Tuning Protocol continued with Michael’s question of, “What did 
you learn about being a presenter?” 
 Before I was too nervous to present, but now I’m like, when can I? 
 I’m making a connection to how this process would assist with peer feedback. 
 Vulnerable…it’s hard to feel comfortable to put my work out there. 
 I am wondering about how to use this with teachers I’m working with…maybe we don’t  
 have a lot of trust. I wonder if I should do this with the eighth grade team when I teach  
 seventh grade. 
 I was just really happy to be given the fifteen minutes to actually read the document. I  
 appreciated the time. (Cath) 
 I appreciated the norm of mutual accountability. 
Michael reminded the group that the purpose of a Tuning Protocol is to close a gap. The 
presenter must know what he or she wants the work to be so it is clear what the group is tuning 
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to during a tuning protocol. He closed debriefing with a reminder that engaging in a protocol 
with a large group of sixteen is very different than a group of six or eight. As a large group of 
sixteen, they were able to spend time testing out their wording with each other before sharing 
with Jenni but that is usually not the format. As such, he reminded the group that the work of the 
facilitator is to protect the presenter and guide the participants toward following the protocol. He 
also reminded everyone that the work of honoring the norms of the group is everyone’s role and 
responsibility. At 11:03 a.m., participants were released for a ten minute break.  
A primary goal for this research study was for the researcher to pinpoint pivotal, transformation 
moments in participant’s learning as a result of their participation in a CFG. For Frances, one of 
those pivotal moments occurred while she engaged as a participant in Jenni’s Tuning Protocol on 
the morning of Day 2. Frances articulated this moment in this way during the second interview: 
My a-ha moment was that it’s not so much the feedback you give but how you 
give constructive feedback. Examining others’ work helps me too. We all have 
similar experiences. It’s a win, win. When we did the tuning protocol for Jenni, it 
came together for me. The actual experience of being a participant and how I 
gained my own learning. I honestly felt that after going through that I could 
become a better teacher based on the feedback and points brought up by 
others. 
After their ten minute break, Michael welcomed the participants back at 11:13 a.m. and 
engaged in a few mini-lessons. He first taught the group about the different protocol families: 
Descriptive, Dilemma Management, Refining, Generative and Shared Understanding. (See 
Appendix O) He also taught the group about four prominent “listening set asides.” As he 
explained the characteristics of the four listening set asides, participants were asked to identify 
their dominant listening tendency: Problem Solving, Story Telling, Affirming or Questioning. 
Michael labeled each of the corners of the room with a listening set aside; after his description of 
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each, participants were told to get up, own their dominant trait and go stand in that corner. (See 
Table 10) 
The participants engaged in the task and articulated to each other multiple strategies for 
resisting their natural listening skills in order to learn skills to become a better listener. This 
activity was designed by Michael to assist participants with understanding the importance of pre-
conferencing and to highlight the tools, resources and skills needed for a successful pre-
conference. At this point in the training, Michael directed the participants to the School Reform 
Initiative’s Pre-Conference Guide. (See Appendix P) 
 
Table 11 
 
Day 2: Listening Set Aside Groups 
 
Questioning 
 
Sally 
Autumn 
Sara 
Samantha 
 
Problem Solving 
 
Madison 
Matthew 
 
Affirming 
 
Sonny* 
Annie 
 
Story Telling 
 
   Kate                  Anne* 
   Cath*                 Frances* 
   Sherry                Jenni 
   Stella                  Sara 
 
 At 11:44 a.m., Michael directed participants to pair up with someone and engage in pre-
conferencing in order to be set up for the afternoon in which multiple looking at work sessions 
would take place. The researcher noticed that Cath and Anne partnered together and chose to 
observe their pre-conference session. Below are exerts from their conversation that the 
researcher documented as significant during the pre-conference. 
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 What do you hope to walk away with? What is the work you brought? (Cath) 
 I brought a project from Romeo and Juliet. It’s a lot…four weeks…three performance  
 tasks…I feel bad. (Anne)  
 Don’t be apologetic. What is the hardest for you? (Cath) 
I don’t know. It was just too much. It fell flat. My big goal was to implement the PARCC 
practice skills we worked on all year and preview PARCC. (Anne) 
I heard three goals and I heard you say it fell flat. (Cath) 
I want kids to do it…not to be afraid of it. (Anne) 
Maybe your question is how can I scaffold it? Is this too much? Is it too big? How can I 
make this less overwhelming or more accessible? (Cath) 
How do I make this more accessible? (Anne) 
How about this question, “How do I make this assignment less overwhelming so it’s more 
accessible to all students?” (Cath) 
“Yes.” (Anne) 
Cath reviewed the next part of the pre-conference protocol and then continued. 
 Had students done well on previous assignments? (Cath) 
 Yes. (Anne) 
 What do you hope to get out of this experience? To approach this more thoughtfully,  
 let’s go through all of the protocol families. (Cath) 
Cath and Anne read through all of the protocol families and purposes again and compared the 
different purposes to Anne’s question.  
 At 12:00 p.m., Michael shook his rattle and let everyone know they had to be back from 
lunch at 1:15 p.m.  
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Let’s go with the Refining Family. (Cath) 
Participants checked in with each other and many decided to go to lunch together on Day 2. The 
researcher noticed that the participants were looking out for each other again and making certain 
that everyone had lunch plans. Many participants carpooled together. Indeed, there were no 
longer any strangers in the room. A significant level of bonding and positive relationship 
building had been cultivated.  
At 1:15 p.m., participants returned and moved together to a different empty room. On the 
floor, Michael had placed string in the shape of three large circles, the outer circle being the 
largest. Michael instructed participants to stand on the outside of the largest circle while he 
explained their Learning from Play activity, a modified Zones of Comfort, Risk and Danger. (See 
Appendix Q) Michael explained to the group the difference between comfort, risk and danger 
and asked participants to physically move their bodies to stand in the circle that matched the way 
they felt about specific activities. According to the protocol, the “comfort zone is a place where 
we feel at ease, with no tension, have a good grip on our environment, and know how to navigate 
occasional rough spots with ease…it is a place to relax and renew yourself.” The risk zone 
“involves adapting to new circumstances and is the most fertile place for new learning…it is 
where people clearly know they want to learn and will take the necessary risks to do so.” The 
danger zone “is a place so full of defenses, fears, red-lights, desire for escape that it requires too 
much energy and time to accomplish anything.” During this Learning from Play activity,  
      Michael again, seemingly effortlessly, weaved in multiple jokes and witty comments that 
elicited smiles and laughter from the group as he came up with multiple examples for 
participants to consider that would cause participants to identify themselves with different zones. 
For example, he shouted out “singing a solo” and virtually every participant moved into the 
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danger zone, but when he shouted out the context of “in the shower,” virtually every participant 
simultaneously moved back out to the comfort zone. Michael shouted out “dancing” and most 
participants moved to the comfort zone, but when he clarified the type of dancing as “square 
dancing” then “ballroom dancing” then “line dancing,” participants moved around. Michael 
would pause at times and ask various participants why they were situating themselves in a 
particular zone for a particular activity.        
            For example, Sonny had situated himself in the risk zone regarding the activity of 
cooking a meal in someone else’s kitchen. Sonny’s explanation was that “cooking in someone 
else’s kitchen is risky because I might mess up their kitchen.” Michael asked participants to 
share in the facilitation and come up with activities for everyone to consider. For example, 
Frances shouted out, “seeing bugs” and many participants moved to the danger zone with her. 
Participants learned a lot about one another through this fun activity; furthermore, eruptions of 
laughter took place on multiple occasions. Before ending the activity, Michael shouted out, 
“Presenter” to query how participants were now feeling about presenting their work. The 
researcher noted that Frances moved to the risk zone whereas the majority of participants stayed 
in the comfort zone.  
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Figure 7: Day 2: Learning from Play - Zones of Comfort, Risk & Danger 
 
 Michael next shouted out, “Facilitator” to query how participants were feeling about 
facilitating a protocol. The researcher noted that Anne, along with several others, moved to the 
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danger zone. Michael reminded participants that facilitators should strive to keep participants 
and presenters in the risk zone, keeping them out of the danger zone as well as out of the comfort 
zone. He reiterated that both the norms and the protocol help keep presenters, participants and 
facilitators out of the danger zone. The sentiment Michael stressed was to trust the protocol and 
guide participants to follow the structure of the protocol. During the debriefing of the Zones 
activity, Cath stated that the “physical process enhanced the purpose and feeling of the protocol.” 
In response to this, Michael spoke explicitly about the importance of making time to play 
together in this manner and that physical activity and laughter both help to build community. He 
advised the participants to be explicit back at their schools and on their school teams about why 
it is important to build community, build trust and get to know one another…“so we can be at 
risk together.” Michael ended the Learning from Play activity at 1:45 p.m., and all participants 
went back to their seat in the main classroom.  
 At 1:55 p.m., Michael asked participants to step up and choose to either present or 
facilitate. Significantly, he created an Accountability Tracker in honor of this group’s norm to 
“build mutual accountability.” Michael listed every participant’s name on a large poster and 
created two columns, one for presenter and one for facilitator. He challenged the group that by 
the end of the five days of the training that each participant would have stepped up and engaged 
as a presenter and as a facilitator. The researcher noted the reactions of the participants. It was 
evident that many were still anxious about this expectation yet at the same time appreciative of 
being held to the norms that they created collectively for themselves. The norm of building 
mutual accountability, if adhered to, ensured that all participants would have to equally engage in 
the risk zone, learning how to present as well as facilitate. The researcher noted the significance 
of the group’s own norm pushing them to engage in this work as opposed to a more top down 
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approach of simply being told that they have to do it by the training facilitator. Ultimately, 
participants would each individually have to volunteer to present and facilitate, but the 
expectation was set by the participants themselves and only reiterated by the facilitator. This 
moment was poignant as an example of the true significance of norms for a PLC. Interestingly, 
on day 5 of the Institute, Michael shared with the participants that this group was the first group 
that he could recall in which all participants both presented and facilitated. The researcher 
concluded that indeed norms can be powerful guides for a group of committed educators.  
Kate, Sherry and Sally agreed to be presenters for the Day 2 afternoon Looking at Work 
sessions and Frances, Autumn and Jenni agreed to be facilitators for the Day 2 afternoon Looking 
at Work Sessions. The researcher had to make a decision at this time regarding which of the three 
sessions to attend and observe. Since Frances was the only one of the four participants involved 
in the more in depth research study to step up as a presenter or facilitator, the researcher chose to 
observe that group. Sherry was the presenter for this group and the participants were Sara, 
Matthew, and Sonny. Since this group was the smallest, Michael chose to join the group as a 
participant as well. (See Table 18)  
Just like the other two pairs of participants readying for their first attempt at being 
presenters and facilitators together; Frances and Sherry had already pre-conferenced before 
lunch. As such, they were ready to engage the group in a Tuning Protocol. (See Appendix N) As 
a reminder, the researcher chose not to continue to explicate every detail of each protocol for 
readers; rather, the researcher chose to describe poignant facilitative moves observed as well as 
share significant behaviors or statements of the facilitator, presenter and participants.  
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Figure 8: Day 2, Looking at Work Session Tuning Protocol 
 
Frances proceeded by reviewing all the steps the group would engage in and then opened 
up the space for Sherry to share the background of her work and her guiding question. During the 
clarifying question round, the researcher noticed that Michael stepped in twice to assist 
participants with understanding that they had not actually posed clarifying questions but instead 
posed probing questions or suggestions in disguise. For example, Sonny asked Sherry, “Do you 
want to keep the D.E.P.? Sherry paused and uttered, “hmmm…” Thomas stepped in at that 
moment and reiterated to the group his earlier lesson that when presenters pause and start to 
ponder supposed clarifying questions instead of quickly answering yes or no, that it is likely not 
a clarifying question at all, rather a probing question. Michael went on to say that when this 
happens, the facilitator should step in and ask the group to save that question for the probing 
question round of the protocol. Moreover, when Matthew asked, “Was there an application to 
current events,” Michael stepped in and helped the group members understand that Matthew’s 
question was not really a clarifying question but more of a suggestion for improvement. Michael 
suggested that facilitators should step in and ask that perhaps that sentiment be shared at a later 
stage in the protocol. Michael did not step in the first time a participant made a suggestion in the 
guise of a question, but when he noticed it happening again he did choose to step in for a 
teachable moment. Michael also modeled the use of collective pronouns as well as the use of 
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effective stems during warm and cool feedback such as, “seems important to keep” and “a 
possible disconnect to the goal might be.”  
After the first few steps of the protocol, the researcher noted the importance of Michael 
being part of the group and continuing to teach the participants how to facilitate and participate 
effectively. The researcher observed that it was difficult for participants to understand the 
difference between clarifying questions and probing questions. Moreover, the researcher 
observed that it was difficult for participants not to make suggestions under the guise of 
questions. Most significantly, the researcher noted the difficulty novice facilitators have to both 
understand these distinctions and have the confidence to call attention to it when they notice their 
colleagues not following the protocol. Michael had to make decisions regarding when to step in 
and teach and when to allow the participants to figure things out on their own. 
A poignant moment that the researcher observed and documented during the protocol was 
when Sara asked Frances, “Are we allowed to ask questions?” Frances deferred to Michael, and 
he responded, “You can ask us.” Sara posed a wondering to the group about whether adding 
more structure would have assisted Sherry. Then Sonny asked the group, “Did she want us to 
look at the rubric?” At that moment, Sherry actually physically turned around to face the group 
and a moment later actually started speaking to the group. The researcher noted that neither 
Cathy nor Michael stepped in to remind Sherry to focus on listening and writing. The researcher 
noted that Sherry was actually looking directly at participants, smiling at times, nodding yes or 
no at times, and making facial grimaces. The researcher made eye contact with Michael as both 
the researcher and Michael realized the break in the protocol and challenge this posed to 
participants. Michael did not choose to step in, however, and refocus Sherry as a listener. The 
researcher surmised that Michael chose to see how this would come up in the debriefing. The 
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final step before debriefing was to have the presenter share her thinking. The researcher noted 
that Sherry seemed to be more defensive than what is expected during this stage of a tuning 
protocol. As she was speaking, Sara asked again, “can we ask a question?” Michael shook his 
head no as this is supposed to be uninterrupted time for the presenter. Almost simultaneously 
with Michael shaking his head no, Sherry stated loudly and feigning humor, “no, you cannot.” 
Sherry went on to speak for a minute and then Frances ended the protocol and opened up 
debriefing. 
It felt different than I thought it would. When you were looking at it so  
closely, it was really hot in here. Hearing what you said, though, it was constructive.  
We’re all taking ownership. It feels better. We’re all moving forward. 
I am not sure that we actually took on ownership. You responded five times. (Michael) 
Was it because the group was smaller? Six feels very different than sixteen. (Sonny) 
It was hard for me. I passed twice. 
It felt very different because Sherry and I are on the same team. (Sonny) 
Michael stopped debriefing at this time and shared the sentiment that with careful and guided 
facilitation, the process works. It takes practice to learn how to facilitate. He also shared the 
importance of choosing the right protocol. He thanked Sherry and Frances and asked everyone to 
head back to the main classroom to rejoin the rest of the group.  
 At 3:09 p.m., he asked participants to group themselves in groups of three and ensure that 
each member of the group was in a different Learning from Work session. He asked participants 
in these heterogeneous small groups to debrief the process. After a few moments of small groups 
engaging in reflective conversation, Michael opened up for participants to debrief aloud for all to 
hear. 
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 What I learn with a group’s support makes it 90% better. 
I want to do this all the time. The time is worth it because we learn so much.  
Win, win. The one that I sat in was Language Arts. I still learned. (Frances) 
I learned a new protocol, an Atlas. 
As a facilitator, it was important to refer to the protocol. I had an a-ha moment –  
that a group of people can examine the work without hurt feelings. Michael was able to  
rebound our group. (Frances)  
It was hard to keep people on track in our group. 
People got off topic more and other people almost took on the role of facilitator. 
Michael was in the room so we asked questions of him and he stepped in  
sometimes. (Frances) 
As the presenter, I actually left the room during the quiet review. It ended up being such 
a positive process. I felt very vulnerable. I texted my husband and said I wanted to leave, 
but he said don’t. 
I felt very nervous presenting, like standing in a bathing suit. 
I give Jenni the award. She presented first and then facilitated a protocol we had not 
practiced already. (Cath) 
Michael stepped in at this point in the debriefing and shared the sentiment that facilitation is a 
shared responsibility. He went on to discuss the many nuances that facilitators must consider 
such as the dynamics of the group, the level of trust in the group and whether rounds would be 
beneficial. He talked about the decision facilitators must make about whether to participate or 
only facilitate. He suggested being explicit about one’s choice to participate or not and suggested 
always explaining the rationale. For example, perhaps it is a new protocol so your energy needs 
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to be there or perhaps you are very passionate about the topic so choose not to engage and skew 
the thinking. He reminded the group about the importance of always owning the work and using 
collective pronouns. After sharing these sentiments about facilitation, Michael opened up the 
debriefing again: 
 I could have done a better job of sticking to the protocol. I allowed the teachers to 
 speak. I noticed I was not sticking to the protocol. 
 Try to live the protocol as much as possible. (Michael) 
 We had you in the room with us, so the more we do it, the better we’ll get. (Frances) 
What facilitative moves did you see? What move might you steal? (Michael) 
 Frances moved away from rounds. 
 Jenni read the protocol allowed. 
Autumn reminded us about our wording. She would nicely tap our shoulder and remind 
us to use we. 
 We didn’t need to help Autumn. She appeared confident. 
 Frances reminded us about time but was not controlled by time. (Michael) 
 At 3:40 p.m. Michael ended the debriefing and asked the pre-conference pairs to get back 
together to discuss and refine their work. He reiterated the importance of selecting the right 
protocol and posing the right question for consideration.  
The researcher again chose to observe Cath and Anne since that was the pair the 
researcher observed before lunch for pre-conferencing. Cath assisted Anne with refining her 
question. Then, they switched and discussed Cath’s work.  
My big question really is “Do I even want to keep this next year? (Cath) 
Two concerns I heard, are students getting something out of this assignment? And 
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are students being kept safe? (Anne) 
I don’t know a way around having to read their journals every day and don’t want the 
group to expend their energy on that. (Cath) 
Anne and Cath did not finish with their pre-conferencing before Michael called the group back 
together for reflections, but they both agreed to stay late and complete the task. At the end of 
their extended time together, Cath had moved through several iterations of a guiding question 
and ended with “How can I make free write a time when students find their personal voice?” 
The researcher noted during this pre-conference that my presence as a researcher was 
evident and challenging. During the pre-conference, Cath looked over at me directly and stated 
that she just wanted to look at me because of our lunch conversation. Anne agreed and said that 
it was hard not to talk with me, hard to have me only observe. The only response I uttered was to 
apologize, but I kept my stance as a researcher and observer and did not engage with them. It 
was becoming progressively more challenging to only observe the more I engaged with the 
participants.  
 At 3:59 p.m., Michael called all the participants together and stated that they would honor 
four quiet minutes for written reflections. He stated they would not engage in a separate closing 
move and that he would see everyone back the next morning at 8:30 a.m. The participants wrote 
reflections quietly and exited the room on their own time, some spending much more than four 
minutes on their written reflections.  
The researcher documented that during the debriefing of the first protocol where she 
served as a facilitator, Frances explicitly shared with the team that she had an aha moment, that a 
group of people can examine the work without hurt feelings. Michael was able to rebound our 
group. The researcher followed up on this sentiment during their second interview. Frances 
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shared that she now had a better understanding of the differences between a collaborative group 
and a PLC. During the training, she had learned that in a PLC, team members follow protocols, 
set up norms, and follow a regiment of practice. She shared that a PLC “will make working 
together more time manageable; you can get more done without hurt feelings; you can focus on 
the product not on the person, especially when you have a good facilitator.” She went on provide 
commentary on her own facilitation: 
I thought it went pretty well…there were a few glitches…I think we were able to 
give Sherry the feedback she was looking for. Keeping to task is important…I 
know you learn by doing. I noticed Sherry turn back toward the group but my 
personality is such that I did not feel comfortable telling her to turn. If I were to 
do it again, I would ask her to turn away. The physical turning away is 
important because it changes the flow of the work. I believe we learn by doing. 
A collaborative group shares, but not with this structure behind it to benefit all. 
I have learned all this through Michael’s instruction and through practice. I 
have an increased positive outlook related to collaboration. I am seeing it in 
action, seeing how it works, seeing how the different problems can be 
addressed. The culmination of the experiences has led to this more positive 
attitude. And, I have learned new skills to use in this process…giving feedback, 
clarifying questions…the skill will keep sharpening as I experience it 
more…until you facilitate…you don’t understand how hard it really is. I have 
now practiced being a facilitator. The facilitator holds an important role – a 
good facilitator will keep everyone on task, make everyone feel at ease. I think 
in real life stepping up to be a facilitator is difficult. Maybe in some groups 
there would be a natural facilitator, a good facilitator, so when everyone walks 
away, they feel it was time well spent. I do believe that some people can do it 
better than others. 
 
The follow up interview assisted the researcher with comparing the observation to the 
experience and thinking of the facilitator, Frances. The sentiment that seemed most significant to 
the researcher was how important Frances felt it was to the success of the protocol to have 
Michael in her group to assist her with facilitation and ensuring that feelings were not hurt. 
Michael was not able to be in the other two groups, and it seemed that those groups were less 
able to follow the protocol as evidenced in their debriefing comments. Frances learned quickly 
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that facilitation is difficult and without a skilled facilitator, team members may risk too much and 
thus not feel enticed to engage in meaningful collaborative work. 
 
 Critical Friends Groups Coaches’ Institute: Day 3 – Observations and Analysis  
Day three began promptly at 8:31 a.m. with Kate facilitating Connections. (See Appendix 
M) She reminded the participants of the guidelines for this activity and then gave the group 
seven to nine minutes to engage in the work. These were the comments from the participants: 
 We do a lot of collaborative work. I just realized that none of the team leaders have gone  
 through this training…if I had, maybe I would have been a better team leader. 
I wonder how to get the buy-in from the people who have not yet gone through this 
training. 
I was reading an article last night and it really pissed me off. (Sonny) 
My dog ran over some flowers this morning; the lady screamed at me. Why do people 
have to be rude? Why do you have to be that way?  
I had an interesting epiphany…an a-ha moment, when I had a disagreement with my 
husband. I realized he wasn’t listening to me; then, I realized I wasn’t listening to him. 
Several of us had a chance to chat about carpooling to New Teacher Orientation. I have 
a sheet if you want to sign up to car pool with us. (Frances) 
My sister doesn’t want to send my niece to pre-school and that bothers me. 
I talked with my co-department chair. We are already planning. She’s gone through this 
training already, and we’re working on how to implement. I told her to hold on, let me do 
day three and I’ll call you back. 
We need to have a plan for sustainability so we keep practicing what we learn. 
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After time allotted to this activity had expired, Kate closed Connections; then, Michael asked, 
“Who will facilitate Connections tomorrow?” Sally quickly and eagerly volunteered.  
 After Connections, Michael immediately moved on to an oral reading of the written 
reflections from the end of the second day. Below are the sentiments shared by Michael for 
participants: 
“I definitely like staying focused on the purpose – good norm to keep.” 
“I always feel at risk, and sometimes, that has made me feel as though I’m doing 
something wrong…it just means that I’m doing the unexpected…there’s nothing wrong 
with feeling that way.” 
“I commit to putting myself in the risk zone more often.” 
“When people ask me to look at things, I will use some of this information instead of just 
proofreading.” 
“I think what resonated most today was the idea of refining and how that differs from 
describing. Before this class, I would not ever have thought about describing the two 
differently but by putting clear goals on what you want to do, they are completely 
different tasks.” 
“I commit to not being overly nervous to present.”  
“I commit to becoming a better participant, offering greater feedback (clear and 
concise).” 
“I commit to temporarily owning others’ work.” 
“I commit to saving story-telling for the appropriate moments (still will need to work on 
when these are).”  
“I commit to offering to facilitate in my grade level meetings for my team leader.” 
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“I appreciated learning how to constructively offer feedback that was valuable and I so 
appreciate how to receive constructive and valuable feedback.” 
“How does the D.I.E. link to the protocol families?” 
“Is my dilemma one that will be received well?” 
“How do we apply everything that we are learning?” 
“I am learning a lot about myself and how to work with others.” 
“Still wondering how easy/difficult this will be to implement but getting a feel for how it 
may occur.” 
As soon as Michael finished reading aloud the previous day’s reflections, he walked over to the 
piece of paper hanging on the wall that captured the agenda for day three of the training. He 
shared this sentiment, “In response to the reflections that spoke about a concern with how to 
implement, let’s take five to eight minutes to set an action goal.” He gave the participants five 
minutes of silence to think and write an implementation goal for themselves. He then shared 
several stories of ways that educators he’s trained have been able to go back into their schools 
and actually implement the work the participants are learning in the CFG Coaches’ Institute. A 
few of the participants also commented about their experiences and ideas: 
Cath suggested that maybe it’s not coming in and saying let’s do Critical Friends, but 
more of maybe choosing one norm. 
Just creating norms with a team would be helpful. 
We work at the same school twenty yards from each other but have very different 
experiences…that is interesting. 
Michael then pointed to the agenda for day three which had the words “Opening Moves” written 
at the top. (See Table 19) He posed the question, “What are our Opening Moves?” After a few 
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responses, he clarified that Opening Moves have been established in our learning community as 
Connections, Reflections and Agenda Review. He then posed another question for participants to 
ponder, “Why do we review the agenda after Connections and Reflections?” After a few 
responses from the participants, he clarified, “We review the agenda afterwards so it can be a 
responsive agenda based on the feedback from the team.” Michael taught the participants that 
this concept of responsive agenda setting is an important characteristic of a Critical Friends 
Group.  
 Next, Michael called attention to the new seating arrangements for day three. (See Table 
20) He had purposefully moved the name tags around the previous afternoon thus ensuring that 
participants were sitting next to someone different than they had sat with on day one or day two. 
He asked the participants, “What is the risk if we constantly change the mix of a group?” 
 I won’t see you again, so I can just say whatever I want. 
 We won’t be surrounded with people who have the same opinion as ours. 
 We might feel uncomfortable with someone’s perspective that is different from our  
 own. 
 Has anyone ever told you that opening and closing moves are related to Ninjas? 
This seemingly unrelated comment stunned the group and laughter abounded. Michael responded 
skillfully and replied with a joyful tone, “any other useful feedback?” Then he humorously 
related his own young son’s love of Lego Ninjas. Michael made his essential point, though. He 
wanted participants to realize that it is indeed important for members of a learning community to 
make strategic efforts to interact with a diverse group of people in order for individuals to be 
exposed to and understand various perspectives. Too often, members of teams in schools interact 
only with the same team members over and over; it is important to move beyond one’s comfort 
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level and interact with a wider network of individuals. The researcher noted here again the 
importance of a skilled facilitator in a real school setting to ensure that this variety of group 
interaction occurs since it is such an essential component of building effective community in 
schools. During the final interview with Cath on day five, she expressed a similar sentiment 
about the importance of a skilled facilitator: 
I think a strong facilitator is going to be really important for all these people 
goingback to their schools. I think there needs to be an anchoring person. We 
need to have a person who has enough self-confidence to lead this work. A lot of 
this is not intuitive. This work is not intuitive. We need someone to step up who 
has been steeped in work, someone who has enough leadership qualities to lead 
upholding the norms. Like with Sara, she is going to be great at this, but she 
doesn’t trust herself enough yet in the CFG work in her school. Michael is 
comfortable enough to lead this work.  
 
 
Figure 9: Day 3, Set Up of Room and Seating of Participants 
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At 9:04 a.m., Michael transitioned to the next item on the agenda, which was written as 
Dilemma Management. He gave a thorough overview of dilemmas, ensuring that he was making 
participants aware of some of the key underpinnings of this protocol family. He posed the 
question, “What is a dilemma?” He listened to the responses from a few participants but then 
explicitly taught the group that, “We need to frame the dilemma differently.” Michael cited both 
Margaret Wheatley and Ron Hiefits as he worked to reframe the participants’ thinking. He asked, 
“What if we could be inside the dilemma? The reason you might bring a dilemma to the group is 
so that the group can help you get inside of it. Sometimes the best way to help people think is by 
not offing them ideas. Why?” Sally responded, “If you offer suggestions and ideas you may be 
narrowing their thinking.” Michael agreed and went on to explain, “One more image that is 
helpful is a ball of yarn. Insert a cat and it gets messy…a dilemma. You are searching for which 
end of the yarn to pull when there are multiple options.” After discussing new ways to think 
about dilemmas for ten minutes, Michael then gave participants six to ten minutes to sit silently 
and write out their own dilemma. During this time, one of the participants asked Michael if they 
were supposed to write a question. He responded that for now writing down all the details of the 
dilemma was the goal. The room was quiet and all participants were writing the details of their 
dilemmas in their journals. The researcher observed the activities in the room during this quiet 
time: several of the participants walked over to Michael and engaged in whispered one-on-one 
conversations. One of the participants stepped outside for a break. Michael pulled out a copy of a 
text entitled, “Critical Conversations” and turned to some of his hand written notes in the back of 
the book. After five minutes, Michael asked participants to refer to page 42 in their SRI Resource 
and Protocol Book and craft a question for their dilemma. (See Appendix R)  
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At 9:23 a.m., Michael stood up and began speaking again, talking more about the 
characteristics of a dilemma and a good focus question. He posed this question on the wall as an 
example question for participants to evaluate, “How do I get the other 5th grade teachers to teach 
Reader’s Workshop and Writer’s Workshop like me?” The group engaged in dialogue about the 
inherent problem with this question being that it necessitates others’ behaviors to change. 
Michael taught the group that a key characteristic of a good guiding question is that it is about 
the presenter’s actions and not dependent on the actions of others. He reminded participants that 
we are essentially only able to control and change our own behavior and thinking. We can 
influence others, but through our actions. Next, Michael asked the participants to work in pairs or 
small groups to critique each other’s framing questions. He gave participants a choice of both 
group size and group participants.  
At 9:32 a.m., Michael shook his baby rattle to alert participants that it was time to move 
on to the next activity. This activity was designed to evaluate the quality of the framing 
questions. He stated explicitly that he had never done this activity in a group. He explained that 
each participant was going to read aloud their question and then participants were going to raise 
either one, two, three or four fingers. 
 
 
Figure 10: Day 3, Consultancy Framing Question Groups 
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One finger would indicate that the question did not meet the criteria outlined in the 
Consultancy Protocol and four fingers would indicate that it absolutely did meet the criteria 
outlined in the Consultancy Protocol. Five participants volunteered to share their question aloud, 
and with each question a variety of fingers were raised, mostly twos and threes and a few fours. 
After that activity, Michael engaged in a debriefing of the activity. 
 Felt more like a grade. 
 I felt the level of tension in the room. 
 It felt uncomfortable. 
 I didn’t mind getting scored, but I didn’t like to score others. (Cath) 
Michael stressed the importance of working hard on creating the right question for a dilemma. 
He stated explicitly, “In a dilemma, the work is with making the question.” Michael then 
assigned the next step as participants writing three or four different iterations of their own 
dilemma’s question. The researcher noted that during the time allotted for this activity, only 
about half of the participants were writing and thus actively participating in crafting multiple 
versions of their guiding question. At 9:45 a.m., Michael asked which of the participants felt as if 
they had written a level three or level four question. Several participants raised their hands. He 
then asked which of the participants felt they were still going to need assistance crafting a good 
question for their dilemma. Seven participants raised their hands, including Sonny and Cath. 
Michael wrote down the names of the participants who still needed assistance with creating a 
question that met the level four criteria. 
Michael moved on to his next important lesson for participants, the difference between a 
clarifying question and a probing question. He explained that clarifying questions have the 
characteristic of being descriptive, short and often can be answered with a yes or a no. Clarifying 
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questions are for the asker of the question, for the participant in the protocol so the participant 
has a clearer understanding of the presenter’s dilemma. Contrarily, the probing question is for the 
presenter and designed by a participant to help the presenter think more expansively about their 
dilemma. At this point in the direct instruction, Michael shared with the participants that creating 
probing questions is hard and something that he is not naturally good at doing. As such, he 
shared that he always refers to the Pocket Guide to Good Probing Questions when he is 
participating in a Consultancy. (See Appendix S) He stressed to the group not to fall into the trap 
of disguising a recommendation in the form of a question because it actually narrows the 
presenter’s thinking. Matthew lamented, “It’s going to be hard. I am a problem solver and 
North.” Michael agreed and shared that indeed “probing questions are difficult to craft; notice 
that I am saying difficult to craft not write. There is an art to crafting probing questions. 
Sometimes a model is necessary.” At this point, he asked all participants to refer to the Pocket 
Guide to Good Probing Questions. Next, he handed out four example questions and asked 
participants to pair up and rank the questions from least probing to most probing. (See Table 22) 
After a few minutes, they began to review the questions as a whole group. All agreed on the least 
effective probing question, but there were differences and debate on the remaining three. 
Table 12 
 
Day 3, Probing Questions for Ranking Activity 
 
Could you have students use the rubric to assess their own papers?  
How might you increase students’ investment in the rubric?  
What would happen if your students used the rubric to assess their own work?  
What would have to change for students to work more for themselves? 
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The dialogue was important, and it helped participants to understand more deeply the criteria and 
qualities of an effective probing question. The majority of the participants came to consensus on 
the rank order of the questions by the end of the discussion. Michael closed the discussion with 
this sentiment, “There is really no definitive right answer but for me the question that read, ‘what 
would have to change in order for students to work more for themselves’ was the most probing 
question.” He went on to teach that, “one of the attributes of a probing question is that it is 
widely applicable to multiple dilemmas and a variety of participants.” He closed the discussion 
with reiterating the importance of taking the time to consider carefully how to ask probing 
questions to presenters. The role of the participant is not a passive role and requires focus and 
active participation so that the presenter can walk away with a more expansive understanding of 
their dilemma. Without the dedication from the participants to ask clarifying questions and 
probing questions appropriately, the consultancy protocol will not be successful. Before they 
ended this discussion, Michael directed the participants to a resource called Equity Playing 
Cards. He read aloud several examples for participants to ponder. (See Table 23) These 
questions were examples of the types of probing questions that he is recommending participants 
strive to craft for presenters during the Consultancy Protocol.  
Table 13 
 
Day 3, Equity Playing Cards 
 
What kept you from taking risks as a child? What keeps you from taking them now?  
What would the students who don’t do what you want have to say about what you want?  
Who in your class benefits most when not all students are equitably educated?  
What would you be willing to do with the colleague you least want to work with in order 
to better serve students that you each need to reach most? 
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Participants were given a short break and were asked to return at 10:30 a.m. when Madison 
would be the presenter for their first Consultancy Protocol. Michael chose to serve as the 
facilitator and started by going over the steps of the protocol. (See Appendix R) Madison began 
by giving the participants an overview of the dilemma. After sharing numerous details in 
narrative form, she closed with her guiding question for the group to consider, “How can I 
effectively motivate all my at-risk students in a professional and healthy way?” Before moving 
on to the clarifying questions round, Michael modeled a facilitative move by saying, “You just 
offered a twenty year story in ten minutes; is there anything else you need to add?” As expected, 
Madison began speaking again and added more significant clarifying details about her dilemma. 
The next step in the protocol was to have a round of clarifying questions.  
 What subject do you teach? 
 Do the students have IEPs? 
 I hope this is a clarifying question…have you asked students you did motivate  
 effectively?  
 What are you using to measure success? 
 What percentage of students did you not motivate effectively? 
 Did you ever observe these students in other classrooms? 
 Are you wanting to motivate them personally or academically? 
 Do you want to motivate them beyond the walls of your classroom? 
 How do you define at-risk? 
 Do you find that you have the time to put into your work now like you did when you  
 were single? 
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During this round of clarifying questions, Madison answered quickly and helped the participants 
understand her dilemma more clearly. Michael stepped in a few times when it was evident by 
Madison’s pause that the question was more of a probing question and not a clarifying question. 
Additionally, he stepped in and reworded a question that originally seemed to be a 
recommendation disguised as a question, two examples of Michael’s expertise in facilitation that 
worked to protect the presenter and make the protocol more effective. Additionally, before 
ending the round of clarifying questions, Michael offered the participants who had not asked a 
question a specific space to step in with inquiry. The researcher noticed that neither Anne, Sonny 
nor Cath asked any clarifying questions yet Frances asked three.  
 At 10:48 a.m., Michael informed the group that they would be moving to the next step in 
the protocol which would be probing questions. He reiterated to the participants how difficult it 
is to craft a good probing question. As such, he instructed all of the participants to write their 
probing questions on sticky notes, one to each note. The researcher observed that the room was 
silent during this time and participants referred to the document with example probing questions 
in order to develop their own probing question to ask Madison. Michael then placed participants 
in groups of three and asked them to review each other’s probing questions, ultimately choosing 
two probing questions to share (See Figure 11).  
 
 
Figure 11: Day 3, Probing Question Checking Groups 
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As the groups discussed their probing questions and whether they met the criteria for an effective 
probing question, Michael walked around supporting the groups and offering feedback.  
He provided the groups with a two-minute warning to choose their best probing questions; he 
then asked everyone to return to their table formation and begin asking Madison their best 
probing questions.  
 What does co-dependency mean?  
Madison responded. 
If you were an at-risk student in your classroom how would your motivation look? 
Madison paused, looked down, then looked back up with tears in the corners of her  
eyes. “This is too emotional to answer, but that is a really good question.” 
What is the connection between your desire and the desire of your students?  
Madison responded. 
What is your perception of teachers who do not motivate all of their students?  
Madison responded. 
Do you think the problem is something you can change?  
Madison responded. 
Have you thought about success in different terms?  
Madison responded.  
What do you think is the connection between relationships and student success? 
Madison responded.  
What are the differences in the faculty of the two schools where you’ve worked? 
Madison responded.  
Is it realistic to motivate all students?  
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Madison paused and only responded with the statement, “That’s a really good question.” 
During this probing question round, Michael respectfully interrupted one participant and asked 
her to repeat her question but stop talking once the question was articulated instead of continuing 
to talk and answer her own question with suggestions. Additionally, he reminded the participants 
of their role to take notes of Madison’s responses during this step in the protocol in order to be 
prepared for the next step in the protocol.  
Once all the probing questions had been asked and responded to, Michael ended that part 
of the protocol. Prior to moving on to the next step, he reiterated that deciding which probing 
question to ask is a huge decision for participants that can dramatically impact the success of the 
protocol. He reiterated that one of the main challenges participants face is masking a suggestion 
in the guise of a probing question. He encouraged participants to be sure not to do this and to 
always take extra care in crafting probing questions. He then explained how the next step in the 
protocol would work. He physically turned Madison away from the participants so that her back 
was facing them. Michael explained that at this stage, the presenter is able to let go of the 
dilemma temporarily and the participants take on the dilemma. The presenter’s role is to listen 
carefully and take notes, striving to find a new, different, and better understanding of the 
dilemma. The participants were then directed to share what they heard Madison say in rounds. 
Michael suggested they use the stem “I heard:” 
I heard there is not a lack of outside interaction. 
I heard a success that she wants again. 
I heard emotional turmoil. 
While participants continue to share what they heard, Madison began to cry; Sherry quietly got 
up, grabbed a box of tissue, set it beside Madison, gave her a hug and then returned to  
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her seat.  
I heard strength. 
I heard humility. 
I heard someone who wants to make all students succeed. 
I heard a teacher I would love to work with. 
I didn’t hear the specifics of what she does and does not do.  
I heard from someone who an at-risk student would be lucky to have as a teacher. 
I didn’t hear someone who is willing to give up. 
I heard someone express a fear we all share. 
I heard someone who I would love to work with. 
I heard someone who does not feel supported.  
Michael stepped in and asked the participants to engage in a round of assumptions. He offered 
two stems, “An assumption I hold” or “An assumption I heard.” 
 An assumption I heard is that other teachers are doing it all. 
 Pass 
 Pass 
 An assumption I hold is that Madison feels inadequate to a few of her colleagues. 
 Pass 
An assumption I hold is that you can’t teach students without a relationship with them. 
An assumption I hold is that failure is bad. 
What I am not hearing is a shared definition for what it means to reach a student.  
Michael then opened up the feedback to be more of a conversation. The participants engaged in 
back and forth dialogue about the dilemma that was posed. This occurred all while Madison sat 
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with her back turned listening and taking notes. After a few minutes of conversation about the 
dilemma, Michael ended that portion of the protocol. 
 The next step of the protocol was to invite Madison back into the conversation. Michael 
physically turned her around to face the group and posed, “What two things are bubbling up for 
you now?  
Madison responded, “I am surrounded by a department of Rock Stars and that does create 
more pressure for me. It’s also the reason that even though we’ve had five principals in three 
years, I stay.” Madison went on to share a few more thoughts about how her dilemma had been 
clarified. Michael then ended the protocol and stated that they now needed to debrief. He decided 
to first have pairs of participants debrief prior to the whole group debrief. After a few minutes, 
he posed to the group, “What did we learn about ourselves through consultancy?” 
The dilemma was very personal…you’ve been dwelling on it. It’s more personal, but I  
have the same dream. 
This protocol felt scary to me. I thought about my own teaching. 
The fact that Michael went around in a circle helped to get out of us what we were 
thinking. 
I wanted to hear what everyone had to say…I appreciated the rounds. 
The rounds helped us as participants. It helped all voices be heard. 
It will depend on the topic of the dilemma. 
Will it always have a therapy feel? 
Michael stepped in at this question and stated, “I differentiate between therapy and this work. 
This is not touchy, feely. This is about management. We have to learn the discipline to work 
harder.  
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 As a facilitator, how do you facilitate among a group of naysayers?  
Michael responded, “What do we have supporting us?” As he asked this question he pointed to 
the poster on the wall with the group’s norms. “We have norms, and we have about fourteen 
hours of shared experiences.” The participants responded affirmatively to this point that Michael 
was highlighting at this stage in the training. 
Significantly, not only had the participants had fourteen hours together of shared 
experiences but the researcher noted it was fourteen hours of carefully facilitated and mostly 
positive experiences, quite unlike the school house and the working conditions of many teachers.  
At the close of the debriefing, which continued for several minutes, Cath made this 
statement to Michael, “I was so appreciative that you distinguished between therapy and this 
work. This work is important. This dilemma was a strong reminder for our purpose and my 
purpose for our work.”  
The learning around clarifying and probing questioning was significant for participants as 
evidenced through their comments during interviews. For example, during the second interview, 
when asked if she were learning any significant new skills, Cath responded: 
Totally. Friends I am staying with, we’re having drinks last night, my friend 
said it seems like you’re learning a lot in this training. So, I used my new learning 
with a dilemma he was having. I was using my new learning around using 
probing questions, thinking about it benefitting the friend and not about me. I 
made sure they were expansive questions. It was good to see that even in our 
personal life, we all like to be pushed. I’ve learned how important it is not to put a 
solution in the question – help them push their thinking. I had never thought about 
questioning like that before. 
 
Additionally, when asked during the final interview about any pivotal, professional moments that 
occurred during the training, Anne responded: 
Overall, the transformation for me was that of becoming a more thoughtful educator; 
more thoughtful in the way I interact with students, my colleagues, administrators, 
just being more thoughtful about being an educator. Also, probing questions were big 
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for me. Being trained in how to ask the right questions is important in being an 
educator. Probing questions and taking time to formulate questions. When we were 
following the protocols, the first two tuning protocols and then the first dilemma 
protocol, probing questions were a part of those protocols. We were given the list of 
probing questions and Michael went over those with us, but then we had to use them 
during our protocols. I had to use them as a participant, a facilitator and a presenter. 
It was good to see them first as a participant. I learned how to ask better questions 
because I was shown good examples, numerous examples. The probing questions were 
so important for me because they made me come face to face with the truth of my own 
practice, what I do and what I don’t do. They’re like putting a mirror right up to your 
own self. I need to study it more. Michael gave me a web site that I need to find and go 
to.  
 
The participants learned through both direct instruction and experience that the art and craft of 
questioning has immense implications for effective communication and collaboration among a 
group of adults desiring to improve student learning.  
Michael dismissed the group for lunch and asked them to return at 1:10 p.m. 
When the participants arrived, they were asked to participate in a Learning from Play experience 
called Say, Say, Do. The participants were asked to stand in a circle (See Table 25) During the 
first round they had to say and do what Michael asked them to do: Step In, Step Out, Step Left or 
Step Right. During the next round the participants had to say the opposite of what Michael said 
but still do the correct action: Step In, Step Out, Step Left or Step Right. During round three, the 
participants had to repeat what Michael said but do the opposite: Step In, Step Out, Step Left or 
Step Right. There were many errors, participants bumping into each other and lots of laughter. 
They repeated all the rounds again and engaged in a debriefing after each attempt. 
152 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 12: Day 3, Learning from Play Say, Say, Do 
 
These were some of the poignant comments captured by the researcher during the debriefing:  
 What did you notice about yourself? (Michael) 
 I had to only focus on facilitator. I could not focus on your confusion too. I had to focus  
 on my own. (Cath) 
 Hmmm…do we do this at work? Focus on our own work…ignore others? (Michael) 
 If they were on it, I was on it. (Sonny) 
I noticed some of the participants just stopped. It got so confusing that some of you just 
stopped trying. Do we ever do this at work? (Michael) 
I wonder if we are ever like round 2 in schools? 
I wonder if we are ever like round 3 in our work? 
I wonder if this work is about being in round 1…do what you say. 
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At 1:41 p.m., the group returned to the main classroom to continue the day’s learning. Michael 
asked the participants to form groups and read through the dilemma protocols: Consultancy (See 
Appendix R), Issaquah (See Appendix T) and Peeling the Onion (See Appendix U).  
The groups were charged with describing the similarities and differences of these three 
dilemma protocols. The researcher chose to observe the group that included 3 of the participants 
involved in the more in depth study. During their discussion, Sonny described the action of the 
presenter in a Consultancy, Autumn described the action of the presenter in an Issoquah and 
Anne described the action of the presenter in Peeling the Onion.  
 
 
Figure 13: Day 3, Dilemma Protocols 
  
Cath spoke about how probing questions are used in an Issoquah and Autumn discussed how 
probing questions are used in Peeling the Onion. Each of the groups seemed actively engaged in 
their conversations. Michael did step in and facilitate a group summary of what participants 
needed to have learned about the three different dilemma protocols and how to delineate among 
dilemmas. He shared with all participants that even though Peeling the Onion does not explicitly 
recommend using probing questions, he has learned to adapt the protocol and facilitate the 
“question this rises for me” section using probing questions. He also shared specific incidences 
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when he or other colleagues had used each of these protocols in their work. The researcher noted 
again at this time on day three the significance of the experience and expertise of the facilitator.  
 At 2:12 p.m., Michael informed everyone that there would be two 45 minute “Looking at 
Work” sessions. The participants had already signed up for their sessions and thus he would 
expect to see everyone back in the main classroom at 3:50 p.m. The participants then quickly 
found their separate, smaller groups and a space to engage in their dilemma protocols. The 
researcher had to make a decision regarding which small group to observe and chose a group that 
included two of the four participants that were involved in the more in depth study. Matthew was 
the presenter, Samantha was the facilitator and the participants included Cath, Anne, Autumn 
and Christi. (See Figure 11) This group moved to another classroom and sat around a table. 
 
 
Figure 14: Day 3, Looking at Work Session 1 Consultancy 
 
Once all of the participants were seated around the table, the facilitator, Samantha, giggled a 
little and said, “I don’t know what to say.” Cath responded helpfully, “I would really like to be 
reminded of the process…what to expect.” Instead of Samantha doing this, which is certainly a 
job for the facilitator, Autumn began to read through the steps of a Consultancy protocol. Once 
she was finished reading, all eyes turned back to Samantha. Softly, Samantha said, “Matthew can 
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begin.” Matthew then began to share the details of his dilemma in which he was planning to 
transition into a leadership role the next year and worried about how his peers would respond. 
Once Matthew was finished sharing the details of his dilemma, Samantha said, “Okay, now 
clarifying questions.”  
 What is the experience level of the current department chair? 
 Has she had co-chairs in the past?  
 When do we get to ask probing questions?  
Samantha looked around at everyone with a blank stare. She responded to the participant’s 
question by looking back into the protocol guide book while shrugging her shoulders. She stated, 
“I don’t know.” It was evident to the researcher as well as the other participants that Samantha 
was not confident facilitating. Cath said, “You’re doing great.” Matthew said, “It’s okay. It’s not 
like you are getting graded.” They decided to move right into probing questions. Samantha 
handed out sticky notes and participants wrote probing questions on the sticky notes. It was 
apparent to the researcher that the group was trying to follow the protocol. After a few moments 
of quietly writing, Samantha asked Anne to begin. 
 What traits have you seen in other leaders that command your respect? 
Matthew responds. 
 What do you think is the connection between teacher morale and teacher leadership?  
Matthew responds. 
Samantha stepped in and asked Matthew to repeat his guiding question for the group. Matthew 
read from his paper, “What do I need to keep in mind as I lead experienced professionals?” 
Samantha then moved on in the protocol and asked the participants to do a round of “I hear.” She 
also decided at this time to both facilitate and participate. 
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 I heard someone who cares about his work. 
 I heard a willingness to engage in the work. 
 I hear of a great opportunity. 
 I hear someone willing to take the best traditional ideas and combine them with new  
 ideas. 
 I didn’t hear specifically your new ideas but did hear that it is there. 
Samantha asked the group, “What was our stem for assumptions?” The members of the group 
responded and thus they were able to move on to the next step in the protocol. 
 An assumption I hold is at the end of every day you can’t control others. 
 We empathize. 
 Can we actually suggest actions here? 
Samantha responded quickly, “Yes!” 
 Go in and assume good will. Positivity goes a long way. 
 It’s important who you get behind you early on. 
 Showing people you are willing to listen to them goes a long way. 
Samantha stepped in again and said, “Okay Matthew, let us know what you’re thinking now. 
Matthew responded to the group with positive feedback and a summary of what he heard from 
them that would help him be successful as he transitioned into his new leadership role. Samantha 
then ended with, “Let’s have a time to debrief the process.” Michael walked into the room at this 
point and sat at a nearby table to be able to listen to the debrief.  
 So different this time. 
 I loved how this protocol worked even though it felt so different. 
 Protocols work even when the dilemmas are so different. 
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 I liked this with a smaller group. 
 This morning I relied heavily on the stems, but this time I wanted to focus more…the  
 questions were somewhat narrowing.  
 You were nervous as the facilitator, but once you got over that your calm demeanor 
 was just perfect. 
 I’m sorry. 
Michael stood up and walked over to the group. “Don’t apologize. It’s good learning. We’re all 
responsible for facilitating, right? He also then physically turned Matthew away from the group, 
a reminder that they had not remembered to do that during the protocol. Matthew said, “I do feel 
removed just by making that one physical adjustment. Michael shared, “I think you’ll find that 
you listen differently when you turn away.” Michael also shared how risky it was for him to 
share that feedback. He explained that he thought about it for several minutes before choosing to 
share, but, he explained, “At this stage in your learning, you are ready to hear that feedback. You 
weren’t ready yesterday.” Thomas then told the group to take a five minute break. 
 At 3:13 p.m. the group reconvened, but their roles changed as well as their seats at the 
table. Cath began by telling Anne, “You have fifteen minutes to present your work.” Anne 
shared the background of an assignment she was struggling with for her students. She made 
several statements such as, “Oh, it’s so much,” “Oh, this is a lot.” After six minutes of sharing, 
Anne was finished presenting. Cath let Anne know that she had only used six minutes. She was 
going to give her a few moments to pause and consider whether there were more details that she 
needed to share. Anne did not choose to share any more details. The researcher noted that Cath 
had mimicked a facilitative move that Michael had used earlier with Madison. The learning and 
facilitative skill development was observeable. 
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 Cath moved on to facilitate the next step in the protocol. She asked for participants to 
share their clarifying questions. Anne responded to a few questions and then in response to one 
clarifying question responded quickly, “yes,” but then began to ponder saying, “maybe I should 
have…” Essentially, what was indeed a clarifying question turned into a probing question. Cath 
noticed this and stepped in with, “You answered yes, and in the interest of time, we only have 
about a minute, can we move on? Cath reached out and softly touched Anne’s arm as she was 
interrupting her and redirecting her. Anne’s response was to agree immediately, and the group 
moved on. The researcher noted that Cath already had confidence and the facilitative skill to 
redirect the group and protect the presenter when clarifying questions turned to probing 
questions.  
 
Figure 15: Day 3, Looking at Work 2 Tuning Protocol 
 The next step in the protocol was to examine the artifact that Anne brought as part of her 
presentation of her dilemma. Cath realized that they were running out of time, so she asked the 
group if she could shorten the time for the review of the artifact. 
Samantha asked, “Will that be enough time to offer warm and cool feedback?” Autumn 
responded, “Maybe we could find Michael and tell him we’ll be back at 3:55 instead of 3:50.” 
While the group examined the artifact, Cath actually walked out to try and find Michael and ask 
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for an extension, but she entered back into the room unsuccessful in locating him. Cath then said, 
“We’ll have about one and a half minutes to offer warm feedback. I’m just going to half 
everything.” While the group was participating in the warm and cool feedback, the researcher 
noted the growth in the skill of participants for following the protocol. For example, the group 
was using collective pronouns, Anne was physically turned away from the group, the participants 
were using the stems, the facilitator called on participants specifically who were not speaking as 
much in order to add equity to the conversation, and the facilitator was quite cognizant of 
managing the time. Cath stopped the feedback at 3:50 p.m. and asked Anne to share her 
thoughts. Anne turned herself back to the group and reflected in this manner: 
I think this is exactly what I needed. I had a lot of holes and had a lot of gaps and you 
guys helped me fill those gaps. I have two pages of notes. I really, really liked the idea of 
giving them the choice. I am glad I did what Sally did and started to critique my own. I 
am starting to feel angst about our time. 
Cath then said, let’s have a one minute debrief. 
 I felt useless. This content was challenging. 
 Did tuning work well for this document? (Cath) 
 I felt very pressured for the crunch time. I am learning, either don’t start it or pause and  
 come back.  
 Maybe ensure you add some flex time in the real work place. 
At 3:58 p.m., Michael came to the door of their room and stood quietly, trying to respectfully 
corral the group to all come back to the main room, a facilitative move that worked. The Tuning 
debrief ended and the group headed back to the main room. At 4:00 p.m., all participants were 
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back together. They took three quiet minutes to write reflections. Then, Michael asked to end the 
day by responding to this prompt, “An aha moment for me was:” 
 Having the person sit sideways really does impact the work. 
 Discussing the differences between a dilemma and a problem. 
 The game we played. It’s simple. It inspired me. 
 Appreciation of probing questions and wished all protocols used them.  
 
Critical Friends Groups Coaches’ Institute: Day 4 – Observations and Analysis 
Day four started promptly at 8:00 a.m. with participants in new seats again. (See Table 
28) Sally opened up by facilitating Connections, thereby modeling shared responsibility in 
facilitation.  
Yesterday, the second group did not get all of me. 
It was good to know what it feels like to be the presenter. 
Being in a class is more exhausting than facilitating. 
I am having such a great time in Atlanta. Went to “Writers Facing Off” last night. 400  
people screaming about writers.  
I was thinking about Cath…our practice is a universal language like math or music. Even  
though we live in different parts of the country, we’re working on the same work. 
Our principal has hired really quality people…some top notch people. 
I think it will be cool at the first faculty meeting to find the teachers I met here and sit  
with them and break the monotony of sitting with my close minded department. 
I am excited about meeting people from our feeder middle school. Now we’ll have a  
connection and can bridge the gap. 
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Sally stepped in as facilitator, “We have a few minutes remaining.” 
 Had dinner with a colleague. It was awesome to easily fall back into our relationship. 
 I was able to find out that I am going to have six boys in my classroom next year…and  
 their names.   
 I was speaking with Sherry about Do #5 and wanted to make an action plan. I think it  
stinks that not everybody here will be in the hallways with me next year. This is such a 
great group.  
Sally closed reflections. Michael thanked Sally and then asked, “Who will facilitate Connections 
tomorrow? Cath and Stella eagerly volunteered simultaneously, but Stella decided to do it. 
Michael transitioned immediately into reading reflections with the statement, “And this is where 
we were at the end of the day yesterday:” 
 “I commit to not trying to squeeze a protocol into a time restrictive period” 
“How do I balance being fully present as a facilitator and being a participant?”  
“How do you keep a protocol meaningful and thoughtful and calm when you are running 
out of time?” 
“Everything I did today reminded me of my personal experiences that have made me who 
I am today.” 
“The protocol structure is there for a reason. In straying away from it, I felt like I lost the 
effectiveness, specifically time and questioning.” 
“What resonated with me today was how little we as a department try to look at our 
dilemmas.”  
“I was reminded of situations/scenarios I will be able to use each protocol for next year.”  
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“I learned that I need to keep my listening set asides (always thinking of a solution)on a 
post it while I am participating in a small group.”  
“Looking at dilemmas through the lens of a protocol can bring about a solution or 
sometimes not.” 
“Saying what we are doing and doing what we say will make everything easier!”  
“I commit to spending structured time on what matters – not on font choice that’ll inspire 
my students to be excited about an assignment!”  
“I commit to taking an objective look at my assignments and sharing with others to 
receive feedback.” 
“I commit to reread from my Consultancy group notes because I had an amazing group 
that provided me with encouragement, excitement and risk.” 
“I commit to allow myself to be as brave and vulnerable as Madison was today – it is a 
true example of the learning that can happen through risk.”  
“How can I learn to choose the correct protocol?” 
“How can we use the protocols and not get burnt out on them?”  
“Does the result ever fall flat for presenters and participants?” 
After reading aloud the last phrase, Michael responded to that final posed inquiry with, “Yes, 
protocols can fall flat.” He went on to discuss that the usual obstacles are a) lack of fidelity to the 
protocol and b) lack of time. He also addressed the reflection question regarding how to not get 
burnt out using protocols.  
 Michael juxtaposed the real work setting with the CFG training reiterating to the 
participants that this dedicated amount of time to engage in the work of building community “is 
abnormal.” He posed the question, “how many hours might you work with protocols in a forty 
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hour work week? One or two, right? That is very different from what we are experiencing 
together here this week.” Michael also addressed the day three written reflection questions raised 
regarding how to keep protocols meaningful when running out of time. 
 
Figure 16: Day 4, Set Up of Room and Seating of Participants 
 Responsive to the needs of the participants, Michael asked pairs to partner and brainstorm 
how to manage time. Michael tracked the summary of their large group discussion on a large 
wall post-it, highlighting important facilitative concepts such as always keep the spirit of what 
needs more time and be sure never to skip a step in the protocol completely. He further explained 
that facilitators have to prioritize and be very engaged in listening to participants and the 
presenter in order to make decisions about how to engage the group, protect the presenter, and 
execute the protocol with fidelity. He addressed the reflection question about how to balance 
facilitation with participation by stating that focusing completely on facilitation is rarely ever the 
wrong decision as it is complex and extremely important. He further recommended times to 
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consider being a participant such as when the group is small and there is a need for a more 
diverse perspective. Finally, Michael reminded the group that any facilitative decisions related to 
how to conduct a protocol can ultimately be raised to the group for consideration. A group’s 
facilitator does not have to own the decisions as the entire group in a learning community is 
responsible for their collective learning. After the morning discussion that was modeling 
responsiveness to the topics that emerged in the written reflections, Michael reviewed the agenda 
for day 4. (See Table 29) The comments written by the participants and the conversation 
facilitated by Michael on the morning of the fourth day surfaced learning and wonderings around 
the importance and complexity of following the protocol as well as facilitating a protocol. 
During the interviews, the researcher was able to elicit more information about those topics. For 
example, in a conversation with Anne regarding whether she had attained any new skills during 
the training, she stated: 
 Yes, learning how to follow the protocol and learning how important it is to stay  
true to the protocol. In the past, on other teams I’ve been a part of, we didn’t exactly 
follow the protocol. We’d skip this part or that part just to get through it, but now I 
understand that each part of the protocol is purposeful and I’ve learned how to follow 
the protocol.  
 
Similarly, in a conversation with Cath regarding any significant aha moments she had during the 
training, she responded, 
 I’m thinking that facilitation is really hard. And, I didn’t come in to the training  
 thinking about that, but now I am focused on that. It’s probably because Michael is  
 such a good facilitator. I’m watching his moves. He’s really good a redirecting and  
 being really conscious of purpose, keeping it meaningful. He is really good at  
 helping people change the way they say something so that it feels supportive and 
 keeps the space safe but that doesn’t make the person who said it feel bad. I mean  
 we are on risky territory here. I saw him as a facilitator step in at times and also  
 participate by asking a question, becoming a participant, strategically, to redirect 
the group. Just by asking a question he was able to redirect the group for the purpose of 
the protocol. 
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At 9:05 a.m. on Day 4, Michael handed out a three page text about Critical Friends Groups for 
the participants to read and begin preparing to engage in a text protocol. (See Appendix V) He  
Table 14 
 
Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute - Day 4 Agenda 
 
Agenda Day 4: 
Opening Moves 
  Connections & Reflections 
Text Study 
Looking at Work A 
Lunch 
Learning From Play 
   Change Activity 
Looking at Work B 
Learning About Ourselves: Paseo 
Closing Moves 
 
asked the participants to heterogeneously group themselves, purposefully seeking group 
members who were different in terms of their N, S, W, and E as well as their listening set asides. 
Once the groups were selected and settled, Michael explained the Final Word Text Protocol 
(Appendix V) and then gave them several quiet minutes to read the text and prepare. (See 
Appendix W) The researcher observed that participants were much better at following the 
protocol on day four. For example, Anne only used thirty seconds of her two minutes to respond 
to the first prompt and the group sat in silence for over a minute giving her time to reflect. She 
spoke again during the final thirty seconds. 
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Figure 17: Day 4,  Groups Final Word Text Protocol 
 
The researcher chose to observe the group that included Sonny since the researcher would not be 
able to observe Sonny’s group in the afternoon. The Final Word protocol lasted through four 
rounds. Below are the phrases from the participants that the researcher collected as particularly 
important for the study: 
 I have an assumption that we think CFG is a documented practice. I wonder if it is an  
 emotional practice as well. (Sonny) 
I wouldn’t want to be in a CFG with everyone who has the same insights. 
 It’s not being together, but being together in the right way.  
Together, educators are more capable for meaningful practice than they are alone.  
Most important part of CFGs is being in the risk zone.  
I wonder how hard it is for us to move a group into the risk zone.  
I think in order for a CFG group to work, all need to go through this training. 
An assumption I hear is that in a group the trust is already in place. How do you move  
from the traditional way to equity and accountability?  
I remember an administrator walked in when CFG was going on. It was uncomfortable 
only because the administrator was not participating in the work.  
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At 9:46 a.m., the Final Word protocol ended and Michael facilitated a whole group debrief of the 
process.  
 The process was time efficient. 
 I love it for adult learners…to challenge and move on. 
 The protocol sets up equity. Everyone gets equal chance to talk. 
 I loved hearing the responses. 
 I got stuck on questioning others’ beliefs. I forced myself to question their beliefs. It was  
 hard. I am too sweet. I didn’t want my group members to think I was rude.  
 Can I speak again? As it went on, we were wanting to talk more about what a CFG is. 
 Forces structured time to think…it was nice to take time to think. 
 I usually get nervous about speaking for a long time. 
Michael chose to step in at this point and read a passage from Margaret Wheatley’s text “Willing 
to Be Disturbed.” He reiterated the importance of challenging each other’s assumptions and 
beliefs in order to learn and grow as adult learners. He then continued with the debriefing by 
posing the question, “How did it go in your group?”  
 We didn’t really follow the protocol in our group.  
 Everyone needs to take ownership of the process.  
 In a group with someone who always dominates the conversation, this will forces them to  
 listen. 
Throughout the training, the skill of listening was emphasized. Strategies to become a better 
listener were explicitly taught by Michael and then participants were asked many times to put 
those new listening skills into practice. Throughout the written and oral reflections, the theme of 
learning how to be a better listener arose. For several of the participants involved in the more in 
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depth study, learning about listening were significant transformational, professional moments for 
them. For example, Cath, who was the only participant who came to the training with experience 
as a member of CFG stated that the listen set aside activity was pivotal for her.  
It was really a moment of self-discovery that telling a story was not helpful to the other 
person. I believe this work is hugely important and for me, it has been about me as a 
listener – what it means to be a collaborator, to be an intentional listener. My idea of 
good listening was more about don’t talk too much. This has been transformational. 
It’s huge for me in my head.  
 
Sonny also shared how his experiences during the training cultivated a new perspective on 
listening for him.  
Being a participant is a skill you have to learn. You have to listen, be active in your role. 
You have to do the work and be willing to work hard for that other person. You are 
learning too. You have to learn to listen.  
 
One of the participants not involved in the more in depth study contacted the researcher with an 
unsolicited written summary of significant learnings she had throughout the Institute. She wrote 
about listening in this manner: 
Listening and learning to listen are really important and need to be worked on and focused 
on. When I went home in the evening, my husband and I had a small disagreement. I realized 
as we were talking that I was not listening to him and it was apparent that he was not 
listening to me. I remembered my CFG learning about how important it is to listen and not be 
plotting your answer or question during a conversation. I changed how I was engaged in the 
conversation and listened, and it made a difference. I struggle with the concept of using CFG in 
an environment where not all my co-workers will be on board, and this exchange opened my 
eyes to the idea that if I use the norms and/or protocols, I can affect change even if those 
around me are not on the same page. Also, the idea of when listening, notice what surprises 
you. This struck me because I feel like often I am thinking about what a person is saying, 
anticipating a question I might ask or a story I might tell. By listening to hear what surprises 
me, I hear so much more! 
Both Michael’s direct instruction as well as the experience of participation in a variety of 
protocols as a participant, presenter and a facilitator assisted participants when gaining new, 
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pivotal understandings about how to listen differently in order to ensure meaningful 
communication and collaboration.  
After the conclusion of the debriefing, Michael continued sharing his expertise and 
experiences, illuminating various situations and contexts when protocols may be used and how to 
develop norms and processes with different types of groups. He made explicit that the processes 
and protocols being learned in the training could be used with collaborative teams, groups put 
together for a specific task, grade level groups, PLCs and CFGs. It was at this point in the CFG 
Institute, 10:10 a.m. on day four, that Michael explicitly taught that a Critical Friends Group is a 
particular type of Professional Learning Community with its major distinguishing characteristic 
being that a CFG is completely voluntary.  
 At 10:26 a.m., Michael gave participants a 10 minute break with the instructions to find 
their groups for the a.m. Looking at Work session. During the break, the researcher noticed 
Michael and Anne pre-conferencing. As a result of the conversation, Anne decided to adapt the 
tuning protocol and have Cath add examples of student work for participants to explore. At 10:41 
a.m., participants were separated into their selected groups. The researcher chose to observe the 
group in which Anne would be the facilitator for Cath and Frances would be serving as a 
participant. (See Table 29) Anne began her debut CFG facilitation by giving the group a brief 
overview of the Issaquah Protocol (See Appendix T). She let the participants know that probing 
questions would be a part of this protocol and referred them to the Pocket Guide to Probing 
Questions (See Appendix S). Michael was serving as a participant during this protocol but did 
step in with a facilitative move by asking Anne whether she planned to use post-it notes during 
the probing questions section. She replied affirmatively, simultaneously apologized and excused 
herself quickly to grab post-it notes from the back table for the participants to use. As soon as 
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she returned to the table she offered Cath 5-7 minutes to share her work. Cath spoke for about 
eight minutes explaining her dilemma related to journal free writing in her classroom. When 
Cath finished speaking, Anne said, “You still have a few moments, is there anything that you 
would like to add?” Interestingly, Cath did continue to speak, adding important clarifying 
information for the group to consider. 
 
Figure 18: Day 4, Looking at Work 2 Tuning Protocol 
 
The researcher noted here that Anne used a facilitative move modeled and recommended earlier 
in the week by Michael. This facilitative move elicited more insightful information about the 
dilemma for the participants to ponder that would not likely have been shared otherwise. Anne 
next opened up for the group a round of clarifying questions.   
 Can students draw or just write?   
How many students were in your class? 
 Is this a private school or public school? 
 Did you say that 1
st
 semester it was open but second semester you added a prompt? 
 Is a grade attached? 
 Is it always 10 minutes? 
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 Do the responses go home or stay in the classroom? 
After several clarifying questions, Anne stepped in and inquired, “Any final questions?” No one 
had further clarifying questions, so at 10:54 a.m. Anne passed out several student writing 
samples that Cath had typed up for participants to consider. Anne gave the participants several 
quiet minutes to read over the students’ words. Then, Anne facilitated a round of participants 
sharing what they heard Cath say: 
 I heard Cath say it took off with some kids, not others. 
 I heard Cath say no grading, period.  
 I heard her say that there is a literacy expectation. 
 I heard an assumption that everything you do in a classroom should be graded. 
 I heard Cath say that some students fell into inappropriate writing. 
 I want to skip. 
 I heard a desire to keep doing this but figure out a way to manage it. 
 I heard that 26 students write for you each day. 
 I heard a tension between you and administration. 
 I heard an adjustment needs to be made. 
 I heard that kids started to realize that words were powerful. 
 Skip 
 I heard that this time was valuable. 
 I heard that you are not completely supported. 
  I heard that at least 1/9 of every classroom was dedicated to writing. 
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At 11:03 Anne explained that they would be moving to the interpretive listening stage of the 
protocol. Michael stepped in and asked Anne, “What stem might be helpful for us?” Anne 
responded with the stem, “What this means to me.” 
 What this means to me is a lack of responsibility for students to write at school. 
 What this means to me is that the writing means different things to different students. 
 Some students perceive it differently from you. 
 It’s awesome. This means to me that it is a huge dilemma. 
 We’re seeking transformative feelings for our kids and some have found that. 
 There is a tension between free and accountability. 
 Skip 
 What this means to me is that not all creative teacher ideas can be used in a public  
 school system. 
 What this means to me is that it is hard to reach all twenty six students.  
 We may not have a comprehensive understanding of why some students don’t have a  
 desire to write each day. 
 Skip 
 Skip 
 There are troubled students; we need to be diligent. 
Anne stepped in and asked, “Anyone have any final interpretations?” 
 They were probably hoping that you read it and took the action that they didn’t know  
 how to take.  
Anne then stated, “Okay, let’s check back in with Cath. Are we on the right track?”  
Cath responded emphatically and quickly, “Absolutely!”  
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Anne then said, “Okay, Cath, can we take this dilemma from you know and own it for a few 
minutes? Michael abruptly yet respectfully stepped in and asked, “Before we do that, could we 
offer probing questions?” Anne lowered her head and apologized responding, “Oh, yes, sorry.” 
She then handed out post it notes and participants took a few quiet moments to write down 
probing questions. The researcher noted here that the group was fortunate to have had Michael 
sitting in on their group so he could assist when he noticed the protocol was not going to be 
followed with fidelity. The researcher also noted that it was likely negatively impacting the other 
groups that did not have Michael present to assist with facilitation.  
 At 11:15 a.m., Anne prompted participants to read their probing questions aloud. 
 What does valuable for all students look like?  
Cath asked, “Am I supposed to answer them? 
Anne looked down at her protocol book and was seeking to read the answer to Cath’s 
question. Cath answered her own question with, “I think I am supposed to be thinking about 
which question is the hardest to answer.” Anne responded, “Yes, that’s right” and looked up 
from the protocol book. Michael stepped in with a suggestion for participants to pass their post-it 
notes to Cath after they were read aloud so she could have them to review and consider later. 
Anne expressed that she thought that was a great idea and wrote that facilitation suggestion in 
her protocol book. Participants shared their probing questions aloud and passed the post-it notes 
to Cath: 
How do you know this writing process was as meaningful for your students as it was for you? 
Do you think the problem is the risk, the lack of full engagement, or something else? 
What is your perception of the percent or number of students that embraced/enjoyed this 
exercise? 
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What assumptions might you be holding about who needs to manage this? 
What do you think the connection might be between your stage in your career and what you 
find manageable? 
What would “manageable” look like for you? 
What have you learned about yourself as a result of reading these each day? 
If you were an administrator or a student, how would you see this work? 
 How do you know this wasn’t valuable to your students? 
Besides student voice, what do you hope to come of this time of writing/expression? 
What was your intention in reading student work? 
How was offering prompts different from no prompts? 
Who else can help with a change in writing assignment? 
In your heart, what do you feel is right? 
How do you think it would have been different if you did put a point value on it? 
How did you decide to do it this way? 
How did you decide to do it the way you did? (10 minute, no grade, etc…) 
Do you think the problem is administration not liking the steps you took to report the writing 
admin did not want to have such problems exposed? 
After all the probing questions were read, Anne told the group that they had a few more moments 
in the round. Cath looked back through the written probing questions as the group silently 
awaited her response. Cath whispered to Anne, “Do I have to answer? These were all great 
questions, and maybe it’s about readiness.” After a few more moments of silence, Cath read 
aloud the probing question she planned to answer, “What was your intention in reading student 
work?”  
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Immediately, Sherry yelled out with enthusiasm, “I’m so thrilled that mine was chosen!” 
She proceeded to place her face in her hands, leaned over and touched her hands to her lap and 
giggled.” After Cath responded briefly to the question, Anne stepped back in and said, “If you’re 
willing to give it to us, we are taking this work from you. Are you willing to give this to us?”  
 “Yes!” Cath responded.  
The researcher noticed that Anne realized she had not asked Cath to physically turn away from 
the group, so she whispered to Cath to turn aside. Cath does this and thanks Anne for the 
reminder. At 11:27 a.m., participants offer feedback regarding Cath’s dilemma. As the 
participants spoke, Cath was taking copious notes.  
 The researcher chose to focus more on the behaviors and skills of the participants during 
this portion of the protocol as opposed to the content of their feedback. One of the most notable 
observations was the group’s willingness to hold each other accountable. For example, they had 
learned earlier in the week to use collective pronouns more. Specifically, participants had been 
taught by Michael to use “we” and “ours” as opposed to “you” and “yours” during this stage in a 
protocol. The participants worked hard to do this for Cath and were correcting each other when 
one of the participants phrased a response without a collective pronoun. Furthermore, the 
researcher observed the participants asking for permission to ask each other clarifying questions 
in order to better understand each other’s perspectives. At one point, one of the participants 
reminded the group that Cath’s question was about how to manage the free writing not about the 
merit of the instructional strategy in an attempt to ensure the group was honoring the presenter’s 
question and not their own agenda. Suddenly, in the midst of the conversation, a loud eruption of 
laughter occurred in the room across the hall. This was an overt reminder to the researcher that 
she had made a choice about which group to observe. This was a tangible reminder of one of the 
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limitations of the study in that not all aspects of the experiences were being observed and 
recorded.  
After several minutes of the participants discussing Cath’s dilemma, Anne stepped in and 
stated, “This is great dialogue, but let’s hear from Cath. Sorry to be the time Nazi.” 
The researcher noted in response to Anne’s last phrase that Anne did not seem to be completely 
comfortable facilitating a group of adults and keeping them focused on the structure of the 
protocol. Cath took 2-3 minutes to share her feedback to the group; it was evident in her words 
that she had come to more clarity in her work and how she was going to move forward with free 
writes in her classroom. Anne ended with ensuring the team engaged in debriefing the protocol 
by saying, “Okay, let’s debrief.” 
 Probing questions are hard…there’s so many.  
Michael surfaced the difference between a Consultancy and an Issaquah, specifically the number 
of questions that would be asked and answered. He stressed that this is an important difference in 
these two dilemma management protocols. 
 Tension between being a presenter and a facilitator. At times I wanted to step in but  
 since I hadn’t, I didn’t feel I had the right to. I was so busy trying to keep up with the  
 time and what was going on. (Anne)  
 Better to go in rounds at first so all can share feedback. 
 Sorry. (Anne)  
 No. No. It wasn’t you. We all should have made it better. 
 It was hard not to hear her answers. 
Michael stepped in and responded with, “But, remember, who are probing questions for? The 
presenter, right? That is sometimes hard and different from what we are used to.” Michael went 
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on to say to Anne, “You stepped in during probing questions and re-read Cath’s question to 
refocus us. It was a pivotal move for us. In an Issoquah, the tension is around asking oneself, as 
the facilitator, when the original question was one thing and the probing question is different, 
which one should be the focus?” With that last piece of advice on facilitation of an Issaquah, 
Michael closed the morning session and invited all participants to be back from lunch at 12:50 
p.m.  
 The researcher was able to follow up with Anne during interviews and the questionnaire 
regarding what she learned from her experience as a facilitator. She described and interpreted her 
experience on questionnaire two for the researcher in this manner: 
As a presenter, my presentation fell a bit flat, and it’s partially my fault. I’m unsure of 
whether I was matched to the correct protocol, and I went into the session cold. I should 
have thoroughly examined my own work first (especially after having been in CFG 
training for a couple of days) and refocused my question prior to the session starting. In 
addition, the protocols were cut short and everything felt very rushed. Although I didn’t 
quite get what I was hoping to get out of the session as a presenter, I did get some great 
suggestions. My experience as a presenter really influenced my experience as a 
facilitator. We followed the Issaquah protocol (first one!) and I really wanted it to go 
well, so I decided not to facilitate and participate as I wanted to ensure that the presenter 
was being heard and that her dilemma was being ameliorated. The protocol had 11 steps, 
and it would have been unwise either to rush the presenter and participants or to let them 
dally (too many suggestions can be overwhelming), so I did my best to follow the protocol 
as closely as possible and ensure that the group stayed to the posted objective. I really 
liked facilitating (I only realized that after it was all over and I could breathe again…that 
first time is harrowing!) but I’m not sure whether or not I was well received. 
 
Interestingly, after having experience as a facilitator for Anne and a presenter with Cath serving 
as the facilitator, these are the descriptions and interpretations that Cath shared with the 
researcher regarding protocols, facilitation and presenting.  
I had some pivotal moments this week during the protocols. I noticed the subtle stuff like 
turning the presenter and asking the presenter may we borrow your work. Protocols can 
support us really hearing each other. The role of the facilitator really influences the 
group’s level of depth with work. My attitude changed toward how important it is to be a 
good facilitator. I have always been interested in who is in charge, but before now, I 
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didn’t think of the facilitator as much as being in a leadership role and how important it 
is. I had not given it much thought, and now I am so focused on it. I am stuck on it.  
The researcher was able to spend a significant amount of time watching Anne and Cath learn and 
prepare for their Looking at Work experiences. From the pre-conferences to Anne’s presentation 
and then Cath’s presentation, it was evident to the researcher that their shared experiences had 
assisted both of them with learning how to more effectively and efficiently be a valuable member 
of a professional community of learners. Neither of them was flawless in their facilitation but 
both learned and walked away with new skills and aspirations for their future work in schools on 
their respective teams.  
After lunch, Michael started the afternoon session of Learning from Play by asking each 
of the participants to, “Find a partner you have not had a conversation with and go stand with 
them somewhere in the room. (See Table 30) Partners were asked to have a two minute 
conversation with each other. Then, Michael asked partners to turn back-to-back and change five 
things about themselves. The final step was to turn back around and identify what five things the 
partner had changed. The researcher observed participants changing themselves in various ways 
such as: kicking off a shoe, taking a belt off, removing jewelry, rearranging a hair style, turning 
clothing inside out, and pulling out pockets. 
 
Figure 19: Day 4, Learning from Play: Change Activity 
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 As individuals tried to find five things to change about themselves, many giggles erupted 
throughout their shared space. Michael walked around the room observing and making jokes 
related to his observations. As soon as all the participants turned back around, laughter erupted in 
the whole room. Fun seemed to be had by all as they strived to find all five things that had 
changed about their partner. Some were able to find all five but many were not. Significantly, the 
majority of the participants returned themselves to how they were prior to the start of the 
activity. After several minutes had passed, Michael asked participants to circle up to debrief the 
Change Activity.  
 I was listening so carefully, not looking. 
 Some were obvious but some were not. 
 For some, finding five things to change was too hard. 
 Some changes were riskier than others. 
Michael stepped in and asked the poignant question, “How many of you have already changed 
everything back? All but a few of you. What might that say?” 
Change is uncomfortable. 
 We are comfortable presenting the best version of ourselves. 
 Maybe feeling odd is the road toward change. 
 We always think people are noticing everything. 
Michael stepped in again and said, “Now, relate this to this type of work of PLCs and CFGs. 
Why might we all be here? Perhaps, we are here so that we can change. The point is that we have 
had a lot of new learning this week and there are changes to make.”  
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At 1:33, after the Learning from Play activity, Michael asked participants to form pairs 
by finding someone to talk with that was not in the same Looking at Work group before lunch 
(See Figure 20).  
 
Figure 20: Day 4, Paired Conversation 
He asked that partners spend three minutes discussing their thinking now related to 
presenting, facilitating and participating. After about two minutes, he shook his baby rattle 
and announced, “thirty seconds remaining.” After those thirty seconds had passed, he stated, 
“Okay be back in here at 2:40.” The participants knew exactly what to do. They found the 
Looking at Work chart posted on the wall in the room and determined which group they would 
be working with for the day’s final work session and dispersed accordingly. The researcher 
chose to observe the group in which Sonny would be facilitating and followed him to another 
classroom. All of the other three participants in the more in depth study were in the other group 
as participants, but at this point in the data collection, the researcher had already noticed an 
important theme emerging related to facilitation impacting the success of a protocol. The 
researcher wanted to observe more closely how Sonny facilitated so that during the interview 
there would be a shared reference point.  
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 At 1:42 p.m. on the fourth day of the training, Sonny began his first facilitation of a 
protocol for Stella. (See Table 32) He reviewed the steps of a Tuning Protocol for the 
participants and then asked Stella to share her work. Stella took about five minutes to share with 
the participants details related to her Edible Map Activity. The participants were actively 
listening and all taking notes. When Stella finished speaking, Sonny used the facilitative move he 
had been taught by Michael earlier in the week by stating to Stella, “ We’ll give you a few 
minutes just to make sure you don’t have anything else to say.” The group sat silently while 
Stella thought, and she did share just a few more details.  
 
Figure 21: Day 4, Looking at Work Session 2  
One of the participants asked Sonny to restate Stella’s question, which he did. Then, he moved 
on to the next step in the protocol with these words, “Now we will ask clarifying questions, and 
these should be matter of fact.” All of the participants asked clarifying questions. Once, Derek 
restated one of the participants’ clarifying questions because it seemed to be more of a 
suggestion than a clarifying question. At one point, he said to a participant, “I don’t think that is 
a clarifying question.” Michael used that moment to immediately step in with his own clarifying 
question. At the conclusion of all the clarifying questions, Sonny stated, “Okay, now we are 
going to move on to looking at the work.” Michael made a joke at this point that they should be 
182 
 
 
 
examining the assessment (a cookie) and the group erupted with laughter, including Sonny, who 
had been very serious throughout the first steps of this protocol. Sonny reiterated Stella’s 
focusing question for the group and asked them to quietly examine the work. Sonny passed out 
the artifact that Stella brought for the group to review and over the next several quiet moments, 
the participants reviewed the work, marking on the document with their commentary. During this 
quiet time, Stella looked through the protocol book. Sonny reviewed Stella’s work and wrote on 
the artifact as well. The researcher noted that this activity by Sonny might have indicated that he 
planned to both facilitate and participate. At 2:02 p.m., Sonny warned the group that they had 
two minutes remaining in this step of the protocol to review the document.  
During this time of silent review, Autumn walked in from the other room and grabbed her 
phone from her purse. This reminded the researcher again of the notion that the other eight 
members of the full cohort were part of a learning experience that was not being documented by 
the researcher.  
At 2:05 p.m., Sonny, who had noticed that the participants were still actively engaged in 
reviewing the document, made an adjustment to allow additional time for review and stated, we 
have one minute remaining. Then, at 2:06, he stated, “We are going to move on to warm and 
cool feedback.” He reminded the participants about the stems to use for warm feedback, and the 
participants shared responses related to alignment between what they saw and Stella’s stated 
goals for the project. Then, Sonny moved the participants to cool feedback, where he also 
reminded them of the stems to use. Michael stepped in a few times with facilitative assistance, 
once asking a participant to clarify their comment and once offering an additional stem to use to 
assist with the quality of the responses. Sonny also stepped in a few times with facilitative 
moves, such as reminding participants to own the work by using collective pronouns and 
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correcting his own language when he spoke giving cool feedback. At 2:17 p.m. after multiple 
comments from all participants, Sonny asked, “Does anyone have any more warm or cool 
feedback?” Several participants made comments and then Sonny ended that portion of the 
protocol. He next invited Stella to come back in to the group and share her feedback. Stella 
enthusiastically responded, “This is awesome feedback. I really like these ideas. I never thought 
about moving this to after the culture unit. I do really want to keep it. I like the idea of adding an 
outside reading. I appreciate your feedback and look forward to changing it.” Sonny moved the 
group directly into the debriefing part of the protocol. 
I like this process, but it is hard to say “we” instead of “you.” 
As a facilitator, I shouldn’t have participated. The group was too big. I couldn’t 
adequately do both. I should have just facilitated.” (Sonny) 
Was there a moment when you realized that? (Michael) 
Near the end. I apologize Stella. (Sonny) 
Even though there have been a lot of people trained in CFG over the past few years, we  
are not doing CFG at my school.  
It’s interesting that you use CFG as a noun in that context. (Michael) 
We’re using protocols in my school but we’re not doing CFG. 
Maybe it’s that you don’t know…maybe there is a CFG and you just don’t know it. And,  
that could be really great work. (Michael) 
Was there any time, Sonny, that made you sweat? (Michael) 
The redirection from “you” to “we.” (Sonny) 
What’s on the post it that Michael slid over to you? 
Tallies of the times of I used “you.”(Sonny) 
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Sonny forgot to explicitly mention that we would own the work for a while. And, actually 
Stella turned herself aside. So, is facilitation a skill? (Michael)  
All of the participants agreed that facilitation is definitely a skill that would take time to practice 
and become better at doing. Michael agreed and reiterated how important debriefing the process 
is after every experience so that valuable learning can take place regarding presenting, 
facilitating and participating.  
 The researcher was able to follow up with Sonny regarding his experiences and whether 
he had any pivotal, professional moments. He described and interpreted one pivotal moment in 
this way during our final interview: 
Today was a huge day in the training, especially after lunch, going back to my facilitation. 
From the preconference, I was invested in what she needed tuned. I wanted to help her and 
facilitate. I didn’t. During the warm and cool feedback I didn’t give her good feedback because 
I was listening for their feedback. There was a moment. Like a bright light, when Michael 
passed me that note with the six tally marks of how many times I had said “you” or “your.” I 
realized I try to do too many things at one time. I don’t need to be focusing on too many 
things. It actually happened during the protocol. I was being overwhelmed with the 
participation part. I was thinking am I repeating what someone else is saying? I think one 
aspect that definitely helped cultivate my aha moment was having Michael in the group and 
because he passed me that note. Had he not been in the group I may not have had that 
recognition. As soon as it happened, I made sure not to give any more of my feedback. Him 
being there heightened the risk factor. I  
was ready to receive that facilitative move from Michael. I took it as data and you can decide 
what to do with it. It felt safe. Had he done it on day one, that would have felt differently.  
Sonny’s description of his experience and his internal thinking helped clarify for the 
researcher the importance of novice facilitators receiving feedback from an experienced 
facilitator when striving to learn how to effectively lead a protocol. While it was documented 
through the researcher’s observations that on several occasions Michael recommended to 
participants not to try to facilitate and participate simultaneously, it was only through having an 
experience in which he attempted to do both with less success than he strived for that Sonny 
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actually understood the importance of that advice. That experience was a professional 
transformational moment for Sonny. 
At 2:55 p.m., after debriefing the protocol, all of the participants were back seated in the 
main room. Michael announced that the final experience of the day would be “The Paseo.” (See 
Appendix X) He reminded the participants that to be cognizant of equity and diversity. He tasked 
the participants with completing their Paseo web, and most did this by writing in their journals. 
At 3:09 p.m., Michael asked participants to move to the back of the room and create one inside 
circle and one outside circle facing each other. (See Figure 19) Michael facilitated the protocol 
using very structured time and rounds. The researcher noted that all participants were actively 
engaged and following the protocol. Michael posed a question, gave participants 1 minute of 
silent think time and then gave each participant two minutes to respond. He reminded 
participants that, “The two minutes belong to the presenter and your job is to listen.” After each 
round, he would then have the participants on the outside or the inside move to the left or right 
several spaces so that they would be engaging in dialogue with a new participant.  
 
 
Figure 22: Day 4, The Paseo 
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The questions participants responded to during this structured experience were: 
1)  Which descriptor do you identify with most closely? 
2) Which descriptors do others identify with you most strongly? 
3) Describe a time when one of the elements on your identity worked to your 
advantage?  
 
4) When did a piece of your identify hold you back? Either personally or 
professionally? 
5) Think about a time when you noticed an inequity based on your identity and your 
perception of someone else’s and you did something about it. 
6) Think about a time when you noticed an inequity based on your identity and your 
perception of someone else’s and you didn’t do anything about it. 
7) What might students who share features of your identity say about you? What 
might students who don’t share features of your identity say about you? 
A significant observation that the researcher documented during this protocol occurred after 
round five. Michael noticed that one of the participants had started crying, and he walked over to 
her and handed her a tissue, inconspicuous to participants other than her partner during that 
round. At the conclusion of all the rounds, Michael opened up the debriefing, intentionally 
asking participants to debrief the content. 
 We need to find each other’s strengths. 
 It’s hard to change these things, though, I do it for a week and then it falls off. 
 We talked about personalities. 
 I thought mostly about demographic things, like the boxes I checked off on my tax  
form. White, female, Jewish. 
 This was highly personal. 
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 I didn’t share anything too personal. 
 It’s important to talk about who is at the table and who is not at the table. 
 Personalities are different than identities. 
Michael stepped in to close this debrief with the sentiment that the topics of equity and 
excellence come up in CFGs but may not come up as much in collaborative teams or 
departments. He shared that it would take the strategic effort of collaborative team leaders or 
department leaders to bring up these important topics. The researcher noted here that this 
difference could perhaps be one of the major obstacles to building trust in a group at school. 
Discussing topics that are uncomfortable using structured processes, norms and a facilitator help 
the group members share vulnerabilities and thus build trust. Tears from one of the participants 
were symbolic of the vulnerability and challenge to building trust and community in schools. 
At 3:59 p.m., day four ended with participants sitting in silence writing their daily reflections.  
 Critical Friends Groups Coaches’ Institute: Day 5 – Observations and Analysis 
Day five began at 8:33 a.m. with participants in new seats.  
Table 15 
Day 5 Agenda 
Opening Moves 
Text Study 
Looking at Work Session 
Learning from Play 
Profile of a Student 
Differentiation Content by Interest 
Closing Moves 
 
These were the comments from the participants on this final day of their learning together: 
 I facilitated myself with my husband last night. We had the best conversation. It was 
 wonderful. (Anne) 
188 
 
 
 
 I thought about how I want to go back and make revisions to my lesson plans. I was not  
 anxious about teaching again before this week, but now I am. (Frances) 
The first experience of the day was Connections facilitated by Stella. The researcher noted that 
both Anne and Frances shared this morning during Connections and both of them had tears in 
their eyes as they spoke.  
 We are already talking about high school teachers meeting once a month. 
I was really aware this week about this work, how I wanted to be…teaching makes me  
 anxious, and this has been really stabilizing. I am nervous about leaving this space and  
 going back to school. (Cath) 
 
 
Figure 23: Day 5, Set Up of Room and Seating of Participants  
 
 I personally feel that the facilitator’s role is to maintain equity. 
 I did bring cupcakes today. 
 I brought homegrown tomatoes. 
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 I brought Girl Scout Cookies.  
Michael moved directly into a reading of the written reflections from the previous day. This time 
he asked participants to “grab what strikes them.”  
 “As a result of today, I commit to being a thoughtful educator and not letting the chaos of  
 my job get in the way of that.”  
 “What resonated with me was in order to put your best self forward (for you, your  
 students, your peers) you must truly know your own identity.”  
 “The activity where we were back to back with a partner and had to observe changes will  
 stick with me.” 
 “I learned a great deal about who I am and who I want to be and how that will look at my 
new school.”  
“I learned a lot about myself today and some strengths and weaknesses that I have had for  
a long time, but some things have never been spoken. It is a fantastic concept that we can  
build trust in a short time span that I feel risky enough to give it a try.”  
“I learned it is important to use ‘we’ and ‘us’ in the refining protocol family and possibly  
others.”  
“I also learned how and why different protocols are used for different circumstances and  
the challenge behind choosing the right ones.”  
“I commit to making sure all of the new people in our department (and maybe some old)  
feel like insiders.”  
“I learned how important it is to keep a debrief on the process and not the work.”  
“Do you or a member of your organization produce a blog to assist those who have  
completed the Coaches training session?” 
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“I wonder how I can implement the Paseo with my students to help them learn more  
about each other?”  
“I learned that presenting really isn’t bad and so many positive things can come from it.” 
“I still am wanting more confidence in creating norms.”  
“What resonated with my practice is that we do not truly have CFGs or even PLCs.”  
“Will some or most of us continue our work as a CFG? I hope so!”  
“I commit to being an active coach and participant in a CFG group on campus or with my  
peers.”   
“I commit to checking in with the presenter throughout a protocol if I’m facilitating.”  
“I believe it was Cath who said that we were speaking a universal language this week as  
we embraced others in the room we didn’t know. I’m thinking that it isn’t universal – 
maybe it is these tools and norms that have really allowed us to do that, which means 
maybe what we are experiencing this week can really happen in our own departments, 
grade levels and teams.”  
At the conclusion of reading the previous day’s written reflections, Michael asked participants to 
share what struck them. 
Time is what makes it so hard. An hour can be so meaningful. I am not going to forget it. 
 The language piece is so important. I understood the language but now I get it.  
 Commitment is really important. 
 I feel like what we do here is so authentic. 
Michael next opened up the space for questions. He started with a question that was posed in the 
written reflections, “What are the implications of sharing affirmation comments after the 
protocol?” He went on to clarify by explicating a scenario in which after one protocol people 
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comment about how great it was but then after another protocol, people do not. He explained 
there is inherent risk in affirmation after the protocol. Cath confessed that after her protocol 
another one of the participants did indeed come up to her and share affirmations. She expressed 
really liking that commentary because it is what she has been used to for over twenty five years. 
Michael appreciated the comment and empathized with the feeling but shared, “We’re building 
new disciplines, and it takes a while to do that.” The researcher noted that this idea of learning 
new collaborative and communicative disciplines was a significant learning for the participants 
and implicit outcome of the training.  
 One of the participants raised the question, “Do you always have groups that are all 
teachers?” Michael took several moments to explain his perspective of this particular group of 
participants. He shared that often groups are much more diverse. He responded in this manner, 
“No, we have missed the voices of administrators and other professionals in this room. It is often 
not a homogeneous group.” The researcher noted here again a limitation to the study and thought 
it important to document that the question was raised and that the facilitator even noted the 
unusual homogeneity of the group.  
 At 9:15 a.m. on Day 5, Michael gave the participants several articles to choose from to 
engage in a text protocol. He then gave them twenty minutes to read an article wherever they 
wanted to read it. The researcher noted that several participants chose to leave the room to read, 
several chose to stay in their assigned seats and others chose to move to other places in the room. 
At 9:38 a.m., participants returned to the room and were asked to form groups of three based on 
finding others in the room who had chosen the same article to read. (See Figure 21) The 
participants then engaged in the Coffee Talk Protocol. (See Appendix Y) The protocol was very 
structured and required participants to change groups four different times, each time with a  
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Figure 24: Day 5, Coffee Talk Protocol Round 1  
request to find group members who they had not talked with yet. The researcher noted that 
although Michael encouraged the participants to choose a group of two, once for the sake of 
increased equity and once because it was becoming mathematically more challenging to find 
group members they had not yet spoken with, they each time chose groups of three. The 
participants actively engaged in the protocol, and once it was complete circled up for debriefing.  
 
 
Figure 25: Day 5, Coffee Talk Protocol Round 4  
 
At 10:35 a.m., after the debriefing, the participants took a ten minute break. When they returned 
at 10:45 a.m., they were directed to choose a final “Looking at Work” session. Michael 
encouraged participants to consider carefully which session to attend. He also stated, “If there is 
someone you need to be with, then go with that person.” The researcher overheard one of the 
participants say to Sonny, “I need to be with you,” and this is how the researcher selected the 
final group to observe. The researcher also chose this group because it was actually a re-do of 
Sara’s session from the previous day.  
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Michael explained to the group that many participants felt that Sara had been short 
changed, so they decided to do it again. Kate was facilitating for Sara in a group of six. (See 
Table 38) The researcher noted that Sara, the presenter, was sitting across from Kate, the 
Facilitator, instead of beside her. At 11:00 a.m., Kate began by reviewing all of the steps of the 
Tuning Protocol. Kate made explicit to the group that she was only facilitating and that she was 
going to work hard to make the experience meaningful and that “we will not skip the debrief.” At 
11:02 a.m., Sara began by sharing her work. At 11:06 a.m. after Sara finished sharing, Kate 
stated, “Now we’ll begin with clarifying questions.” The researcher noted that Kate did not pause 
and give Sara extra time to ensure she had shared everything she needed to share. This was a 
facilitative recommendation made by Michael that Kate did not implement. The first question 
posed was about Sara’s grouping strategy. Sara responded and after responding for a few 
moments she paused and said, “That is definitely a question to consider.” It was evident to the 
researcher that not all of the questions were clarifying questions, but neither the facilitator nor 
any of the participants stepped in to redirect. The researcher noted that Sara pointed it out herself 
by determining to consider that question at a later time. At 11:12 a.m., Kate let the group know 
that they had fifteen minutes to quietly examine the work. 
 
 
Figure 26: Day 5, Looking at Work Session 
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At 11:19 a.m. she let participants know they had eight more minutes and at 11:24 a.m. she let 
them know they had four minutes remaining. At 11:20 a.m., Autumn entered the room. She had 
been absent all morning and was just arriving. She decided to join the group the researcher was 
observing because Kate welcomed her over to an empty chair that was at the table. Kate 
whispered a few words to Autumn and then Autumn began to silently review the document. The 
researcher noted that Autumn had missed Sara’s entire presentation of the work at the guiding 
question. At 11:27 a.m., Kate said, “less than a minute.” Then at 11:28 a.m., Kate’s alarm 
buzzed. Kate then stated, “I am going to be very precise with this. Please take three minutes to 
write warm and cool feedback on your post-it notes and remember to use “we” and “our” and 
“us.” Kate then noticed that she forgot to bring post-its to the table. She nervously got up from 
the table and searched for post-it notes in the room. She found them in Michael’s materials at the 
front of the room and passed them out. After several minutes of writing warm and cool feedback 
on their post-it notes, Kate asked participants to share their warm feedback. She facilitated this 
part of the protocol in rounds and asked participants to engage in 2-3 rounds of warm feedback. 
The researcher noted that although Autumn entered the protocol very late without hearing Sara’s 
background explanation of the project, she did indeed participate. After two rounds of warm 
feedback, Kate stated to the group, “Do you want to do cool feedback now?” They then engaged 
in several rounds of cool feedback. The researcher documented that the participants were all 
using collective pronouns. Sonny asked Kate if they were able to make suggestions yet and Kate 
responded that she believed they were supposed to wait until round seven to offer suggestions. 
However, Sara decided to turn around at that moment and said, “It’s okay.” Autumn then asked a 
clarifying question of the other group members during the cool feedback round because she had 
missed the opening. The participants were able to clarify and respond to her question. At one 
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point after a particularly insightful suggestion from one of the participants, Sara turned around 
again and gestured for the participant to repeat the idea.  
When there had been several comments in a row of cool feedback and suggestions for 
needed improvements, Kate stepped in and asked that they alternate between warm and cool 
feedback. The researcher noted that although Kate made it explicit at the beginning of the 
protocol that she was not going to participate so she could concentrate on facilitation, she did 
indeed decide to offer cool feedback at this stage of the protocol. Kate next invited Sara to have 
1 minute to reflect on what she was thinking now. Sara turned around to the group. 
 I am just giddy with excitement. I love the norms. This feels so different than the time we  
 did it before, don’t you think so Kate? 
The researcher noted that Sara had several pages of notes that she responded to and reflected on 
during this stage of the protocol. Kate ensured that Sara received her full amount of time to 
reflect which resulted in a few minutes of silence. Then, Kate stepped back in and opened up the 
debriefing of the process: 
 I really like this protocol. 
The participants, including Kate, started making more comments about the content of Sara’s 
work and started to make additional suggestions. Then, Anne stepped in with, “Are we 
debriefing the process? Kate stated, “What did we think about this Tuning process?” 
 I kind of wonder about the best time of day to do Tunings verses Consultancies? 
Michael walked in during the debriefing and decided to step in and ask, “Did Kate do anything 
that helped make you a better participant? The only response was that she helped ensure that they 
used collective pronouns. 
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The researcher noted that this was not a very strongly executed protocol even though the 
facilitator had set very explicit goals to facilitate the protocol with fidelity. This observation 
reinforced to the researcher how difficult facilitation is for novice CFG coaches and how the 
support of the expert facilitator in the group improves the quality and meaningfulness of the 
protocol. The researcher also noted that Sara’s experience the previous day had to have been 
worse than this experience as it qualified for a re-do. It became evident that the strategy to get 
quality collaboration in schools must include training for participants with an emphasis on 
providing an expert facilitator to provide coaching and feedback. Otherwise, there will likely be 
many protocols that will fall flat and thus turn educators away from the collaborative process all 
together.  
 Michael released all participants for their lunch break at 12:15 p.m. All of the participants 
chose to go out to lunch together on their final day. They were about fifteen minutes late 
returning; thus, the final Learning from Play activity, Hog Call, began in the school’s 
gymnasium at 1:30 p.m. (See Appendix Z) During this protocol, participants were blind folded 
and led around by the facilitator, being dropped off at various spots all around the large space. 
Participants had previously chosen a partner and come up with a pair of sounds that go together. 
They were charged with screaming out their sounds and moving toward each other until they 
found each other. The obstacle was not being able to see and having to trust the expert facilitator. 
As soon as partners found each other they could take off their blind folds and watch their 
remaining peers continue to blindly search for one another while screaming out their unusual, 
paired sounds. Lots of laughter erupted as Michael humorously and safely facilitated the 
protocol. Once all participants had found one another, they circled up for their debriefing. The 
major points to the debriefing centered on feeling uncomfortable, needing to make adjustments 
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and having to trust Michael. In closing the protocol, Michael said, “Sometimes in protocols we 
don’t get to manage what we want to manage; we can’t speak when we want to speak sometimes, 
for example. We are learning a new discipline, and it will not always feel comfortable. And, we 
will have to trust each other.” 
 At 2:11 p.m., Sara facilitated the final group protocol for the day. She stepped up to 
facilitate the large group protocol Profiles of a Student Activity. (See Appendix AA) Michael 
assisted Sara all along the way. The researcher observed that the participants listened to Sara’s 
instructions and followed the protocol very closely. Sara let them know the time allowed for each 
round and warned them when they had thirty seconds remaining in each step. Sara kept going 
back to Michael and asking for advice regarding her facilitation. Michael would ask probing 
questions and then Sara would make decisions on how to move forward. During the debriefing, 
participants made comments about Sara’s time keeping, commanding presence and clear 
directions. Sara commented about the challenges and feeling awkward about walking around 
listening to the groups. She expressed that Michael made it look so easy but that it is actually 
very challenging.  
 At 3:16 p.m. Michael explained the choices that the participants had for the final part of 
day five. Participants could sit alone or in groups and develop an action plan; participants could 
choose to engage in a text protocol of Margaret Wheatley’s “Willing to be Disturbed;” 
participants could work on how to craft agendas for groups or participants could work together to 
study facilitative moves and strategies. The researcher ended up conducting an interview during 
this time because Frances had asked to post pone her lunch interview so she could go with the 
group to lunch.  
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At 3:57 p.m., the group came back together to write their final reflections. They were 
instructed to write a letter to themselves that Michael would send to them in four months. The 
letter was to assist them with making a commitment to themselves. The prompt was, “what do 
you need to hear yourself say four months from now?” Participants sat in silence and wrote 
letters to themselves. At 4:07 p.m., Michael asked participants to circle up once last time. Each 
was asked to take a step in, respond to the prompt, “I used to think, but now I think…” and step 
back out. The researcher was able to capture these sentiments: 
 I used to think that meetings were boring. 
 I used to think that collaboration was about agreeing. 
 I used to think I wouldn’t get as much out of this work with middle school teachers. 
 I used to think that veteran teachers had all the answers. 
 I used to think that receiving criticism destroyed my spirit as a teacher. 
 I used to think that giving compliments all the time to my colleagues was beneficial. 
 Michael gave the researcher copies of the letters that participants wrote to themselves at 
the end of the day on day five of the CFG Coaches’ Institute. Below are sections from the letters 
that the researcher selected to share in order to help answer the research questions: 
 Dear self,  
 “Did you follow through with your commitment to be a better listener?”  
 “I hope you were not afraid to become a leader in your department even though you are a  
 new teacher.” 
 “I will continue to meet with others from the training to refine work, assist with dilemmas  
 and generate ideas.”  
 “How have you done with you commitments? Are you giving authentic praise? Are you  
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 really listening?  
 “Have you run protocols for a group of adults? Did you create norms? Do you intently  
 listen? Have you slowed down long enough to truly focus on your practice?” 
 “Have I kept my commitment to be risker in my professional life, especially with my  
 colleagues?”  
“Have I kept my commitment to use protocols in meetings to evaluate student and teacher 
work? Have I established norms in the classroom as well as with colleagues? Have I 
practiced equity in my work? Remember how it felt to be in a room of amazing people 
who challenged and inspired you to grow as an educator and a person.” 
“Have I kept my commitment to examine assessments and help others examine 
assessments?” 
“Have you kept your commitment to be a good listener, to listen for understanding, 
empathy and problem-solving as well as listen to examine yourself and your own growth 
and needs? Remember the importance of norms and don’t try to do everything at once.” 
“Have you kept your commitment to be a more thoughtful educator in the kinds of 
questions that you ask and in taking the time to formulate the right questions? Are you 
treating students and colleagues with equity? Are you reflecting and not rushing around 
letting the chaos overwhelm you?” 
“Are you implementing CFG protocols throughout the semester with your department? 
Are you changing the mood, norms and expectations for the department? Are you letting 
go and trusting others to do their part?” 
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“Have you offered to facilitate in the department meetings? Have you used protocols to 
enrich, refine and tune your practice? Have you remembered to listen and share the 
work?” 
 “Have you kept your commitment to work on listening without always needing to affirm 
the other, story tell or think of the next question? Have you asked to facilitate in your 
CFG? Have you invited your principal to a CFG meeting? Have you reached out to new 
faculty? Have you kept your commitment to describe, describe describe?” 
“Have you kept your commitment to create norms? Are you following the norms?” 
“Have you stuck to your commitment to change your language so that your words are 
descriptive and not interpretive or evaluative? Have you made your classroom equitable 
and rigorous? Have you stood up for yourself even though you hate conflict? CFG 
changed the way you think, giving you incredible strategies to use with adults and 
students alike. CFG inspired you, hitting you in the soul.” 
This Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute came to an end with a group of educators 
committed to making changes in their practice back in their school setting in order to better 
support their students. Each participant mentioned a commitment to change, a commitment to go 
about their work differently because they learned new strategies and skills to be better educators.  
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5 CONCLUSION 
School improvement experts consistently encourage educational leaders to cultivate 
Professional Learning Communities in schools (Barth, 2001; Darling-Hammond, 1996; Dufour 
& Eaker, 2008, 1998; Dufour & Fullan, 2013; DuFour, R., Eaker, R., DuFour, R., & Many, T., 
2010; Drucker, 1992; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Joyce & Showers, 1995; Killion and Hirsh, 
2007; Kruse, Louis & Bryk, 1994; Lieberman and Miller, 2011; Louis, Kruse, & Raywind, 1996; 
Macdonald & Shirley, 2009; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Senge, 1990). The purpose of this 
study was to investigate what the researcher identified as a significant obstacle to the 
implementation of effective Professional Learning Communities in schools, that is, the 
assumption by many school leaders that adults know how to learn together and how to 
effectively collaborate.  
The research questions that guided this study sought to expose and clarify the experiences 
necessary in order to teach educators how to effectively collaborate and how to build community 
in schools. 
The primary research question was:  
How do educators participating in a 5-Day Critical Friends Group Coaches'   
 Institute conceptualize their experiences?   
The research sub-questions were:  
1) How do educators participating in a 5-Day Critical Friends Group Coaches' Institute  
  describe and interpret their experiences?  
2) How do educators participating in a 5-Day Critical Friends Group Coaches' Institute  
  describe and interpret changes, if any, in themselves?  
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3) How do educators participating in a 5-Day Critical Friends Group Coaches' Institute 
   describe and interpret changes, if any, in their learning community? 
The results of this study indicate that participation in a Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute 
provides educators with professionally significant transformational moments that work together 
to teach educators the skills and dispositions needed to be effective members of a PLC and 
contributing members to a collaborative culture. Moreover, the results of the study indicate that 
participation in a Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute reveals to participants what the 
characteristics of a Professional Learning Community are and what changes would need to take 
place in order to effectively build community in schools. Too often school leaders assume that 
adults know how to effectively collaborate and therefore place educators on teams left to their 
own habits. This study revealed, however, that participants did not have the skills and 
dispositions needed to effectively collaborate. Moreover, the study revealed that educators must 
be specifically taught skills in listening, reflecting and carrying out protocols in order to enable 
teams to alter long held assumptions, beliefs, expectations and habits that represent the norm for 
most educators. Consequently, the researcher concluded from the study that school leaders must 
invest time and resources to train educators in these new skills and dispositions in order to move 
beyond contrived collegiality to meaningful professional community. Thus, the researcher’s 
primary recommendation is that district and school leaders purposefully and strategically 
leverage resources in order to provide high quality professional development for educators 
designed to teach facilitation skills as well as alter long held assumptions, beliefs, expectations 
and habits that represent the norm for most educators. This type of specialized training is 
necessary in order for educators to have the skills necessary to implement the Professional 
Learning Communities process effectively.  
203 
 
 
 
Discussion 
During the data collection and analysis process, the researcher paid particular attention to 
participants’ interpretations of experiences that may have described changes in knowledge, 
attitudes, skills, aspirations or behaviors (Killion, 2008), and if detected, the researcher engaged 
in follow-up, conversational style questions to explore the impetus for these changes further. The 
analysis of the data using Killion’s KASAB framework illuminated several recurring themes that 
emerged out of an analysis of the participants’ interpretations of their experiences. The first 
theme is that there are indeed obstacles in the real school setting to building community in 
schools. The second theme is that adults must learn how to learn together in order to effectively 
collaborate. The third theme is that effective facilitative leadership is an essential component to 
effective collaboration and the implementation of PLCs. The fourth theme is that building trust is 
a challenging process that requires intentional effort from members of a learning community. 
Finally, the fifth theme is that building community in schools requires change, and change is 
hard.  
Obstacles in the Real School Setting to Building Community  
 
The researcher chose to employ a case study design to investigate the research questions 
because in case study, “…one particular classroom of learners…would be the unit of analysis.” 
(Merriam, 2009) More specifically, the researcher designed an instrumental case study which 
enables a particular case to be examined mainly to provide insight into some other phenomenon. 
According to Merriam (2009), by concentrating on a single case, “the researcher aims to uncover 
the interaction of significant factors characteristic of the phenomenon.” (p. 43) Essentially, the 
researcher studied in depth the particular case of participants’ experience of a Critical Friends 
Group Coaches’ Institute in order to explore the larger phenomenon of building Professional 
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Learning Communities in schools. It is especially important to review this concept of the 
research design when exploring the emergence of the first theme identified by the researcher as 
obstacles in the real school setting to building community. The participants and the SRI 
facilitator often juxtaposed their CFG Coaches Institute experiences with their authentic 
experiences in their actual school settings. This consistent comparison often illuminated the 
seemingly utopian atmosphere of the training team and training environment with the real 
atmosphere of actual school teams and actual school environments. For example, on the morning 
of day 1, Michael, the SRI expert facilitator, predicted, “By the end of this week, you will know 
the people in this room – probably better even than the people on your team back at your 
school.”  
This seemingly illogical comment highlights a critical obstacle in schools, that of faculty 
members not having enough time together to truly get to know one another. How could it be that 
a group of sixteen educators would come to know each other better in one week of training than 
an actual team would come to know one another after an entire school year together serving on 
the same collaborative team? Perhaps the answer lies in how and how often educators typically 
spend their time together in the real school setting.  
Let us begin by exploring the how often obstacle. Numerous times during the observation 
of the CFG training, commentary arose on the topic of time, or lack thereof. For example, on the 
beginning of day 2, Michael surfaced the notion of time and the difference that this emerging 
CFG was experiencing together versus what participants may have experienced with their own, 
actual school teams. He shared the reality that just in their first day the 16 participants had 
already spent seven hours together. He expressed his calculation that it would take about seven 
weeks for a typical team to spend seven hours together engaging in the type of work that they 
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had engaged in together during day 1. In our final interview, Anne shared, “time is the biggest 
challenge to building community in schools. Setting time aside to attend to a group…it’s hard. I 
mean we’re trying to give individual help to kids, we’re planning, there are always meetings to 
attend. Everyone is so busy.” Cath expressed a similar notion: 
In order for us to be able to do this type of work I do not think students can come to  
school for the same hours. Teachers need time set aside during the school day. I just can’t  
really see the 40 hour regular work week providing the time required to do this work. I  
need something in my weekly structure to drastically change in order to do this work.  
 
Additionally, on day 3, numerous participants openly expressed their concerns with 
whether they would actually be able to go back into their own schools and implement what 
they were learning because their colleagues would not have had similar, transformational 
experiences. Participants expressed feeling overwhelmed with the desire to share what 
they had learned but also knew that there was no way to tell someone what they had 
learned. Participants understood that it was only through the rich CFG experiences that 
occurred over a significant amount of time that they had come to their new understandings 
and aspirations about collaborative processes. Specifically, on day 3, one participant posed 
the question about how to facilitate with a group of naysayers back at her school. Michael 
responded by reminding participants that they had 14 hours of meaningful experiences 
together and a set of collectively created norms supporting their learning and 
collaboration. Essentially, Michael made the point that it was not realistic to think that one 
could go back into their actual school setting and expect others in their schools to be at the 
place of evolution in thought and disposition about PLC implementation that the group in 
the training was currently experiencing. 
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Sonny’s description of his own experiences also highlighted time as an obstacle. He 
shared: 
I learned a lot about myself today and some strengths and weaknesses that I have 
had for  
a long time, but some things have never been spoken. It is a fantastic concept that 
we can 
build trust in a short time span that I feel risky enough to give it a try.  
 
Here, Sonny was speaking about the relatively short amount of time it took for him to feel 
enabled to take a risk. However, it was actually after 35 hours of structured, collaborative 
work together during the CFG Coaches’ Institute. This dedicated time is extremely 
challenging to find in most school settings. On day 4, the theme of time being an obstacle 
arose again. During the Paseo protocol, Michael summarized that in order for a school team 
to have this many hours of experience together (40 hours for the entire CFG Institute), it 
would require twenty weeks with two hours a week set aside specifically for this type of 
work. To put it into perspective, that would be over one semester for most educators. In 
terms of findings in this research study, it is important to document this very real obstacle 
articulated by participants themselves about their actual school environments when 
juxtaposed against the utopian-like atmosphere of the CFG Coaches’ Institute. Not only 
would it likely take months to have forty hours of shared experiences together dedicated to 
building norms, trust and collaborative dispositions, like the experiences cultivated during 
the CFG Institute, but also, and as importantly to surface, the time together during the CFG 
Institute was made up of all relatively positive experiences. For a team at a school over the 
course of a year, it is likely that many other shared experiences would occur among 
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members on a team. Consequently, it is likely that there would be negative experiences that 
would also be part of a school team’s work together. The need to overcome negative 
experiences would likely increase the amount of time needed for a team to evolve to a 
similar mindset and level of trust and support as that attained with the CFG participants in 
the study. This sentiment was shared explicitly by Cath who stated during the debrief of 
Compass Points, “…most people are stressed at work and don’t feel safe…” In summary, an 
obstacle to building community that emerged for these participants during the 
observations and interviews was related to how they felt they would not be able to get 
their colleagues back at their schools to truly understand the benefit of the CFG processes 
without having experienced the CFG Coaches’ Institute; participants could not envision ever 
having the needed amount of time to devote to the collaborative process back in their real 
school settings. 
Lack of time seemed to be the most common obstacle that participants described 
during the study. However, several other obstacles to building community in schools 
emerged as well. For example, during the debrief of the Q & A and Affinity Mapping 
protocols, Michael asked participants what was different about that conversation than 
other conversations they have engaged in back in their actual work environments. One of 
the participants responded, “Here, we don’t know each other.” This commentary emerged 
as an obstacle in a real school setting for the researcher. Seemingly, the participant 
articulated the notion that it is actually, at least sometimes, easier to be open and honest 
with people you do not know, with people who you will not be working with day in and day 
out. Also, it is likely harder, at least more uncomfortable, to begin sharing one’s beliefs and 
assumptions at school if you have already built a relationship and school culture that did 
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not have a foundation intentionally building trust through protocols, uncovering 
assumptions, and sharing beliefs. Indeed, it is a greater challenge to have to go back and 
unlearn habits and change behavioral practices among members of a school team than to 
begin new relationships with those processes embedded. Michael addressed this obstacle 
as the challenge of overcoming habits and “the way we have always worked.” Michael 
explicitly responded to desires of participants to revert to complimenting each other’s 
work that “we’re building new disciplines, and it takes a while to do that.” Thus, learning 
new collaborative and communicative disciplines was a significant learning for the 
participants and the obstacle of staying the course and not reverting to non-collaborative 
habits is certainly a real obstacle for those who experience the Critical Friends Groups 
Coaches’ Institute.  
Another obstacle to building community in an actual school setting was brought to 
the researcher’s attention through Cath’s description and interpretation of her experiences. 
During the debriefing of the Compass Points protocol, Cath stated, “Because most people 
are stressed at work and don’t feel safe, the opposites are not positives.” This was a 
poignant comment to make in terms of the common notion of PLCs that many participants 
held entering the training. Specifically, these types of collaborative activities are great in 
theory, but the reality of the work environment, the real stress of the work environment, 
makes this type of work too challenging. Additional evidence of this skeptical sentiment 
emerged with the participants’ written commentary during the Questions and Assumptions 
protocol. For example, one participant wrote that challenging a colleague’s assumptions 
“causes nothing but conflict and bad blood among teachers.” Another participant wrote 
that she had “a fear of sharing with adults.” Another participants posed a provocative 
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question, “Can teachers be confident enough to hear the questions and challenges so the 
work can be positively transformational?” Significantly, on day 1, Cath and other 
participants shared that work spaces often are not safe, and they were challenging the 
notion of schools being places where true learning communities actually could be 
cultivated. 
 When comparing and contrasting the environment created during the CFG Coaches’ 
Institute and the environment of an actual school setting, one glaring contrast clearly emerged. 
Most teams do not have the luxury of an expert facilitator leading them through the complex 
processes of becoming an effective learning community. Not having an expert facilitator clearly 
emerged as an obstacle in the work of building community as participants did not naturally have 
the necessary skills and expertise to follow protocols with fidelity and protect the presenter. Not 
following the protocol diminishes the success and meaningfulness of collaboration and thus 
likely causes disengagement and lack of desire to use protocols to collaborate in the future. Cath 
described her understanding of the importance of a skilled facilitator in this manner: 
I think a strong facilitator is going to be really important for all these people going back 
to their schools.  I think there needs to be an anchoring person. We need to have a person who 
has enough self-confidence to lead this work. This work is not intuitive. We need someone to 
step up who has been steeped in this work, someone who has enough leadership qualities to lead 
upholding the norms…” 
 
With the expert facilitator, teams were guided through the processes productively and 
ended up with strong motivations and aspirations to continue the work of building community in 
schools. Still, participants realized that without a skilled facilitator to guide the work back in 
schools, the likelihood of effective collaboration diminished significantly.  
Adults Must Learn How to Learn Together in Order to Effectively Collaborate.  
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The second theme to emerge through the data collection and analysis was that many 
educators actually do not know how to effectively collaborate even though most are expected to 
collaborate in their school settings. More specifically, educators do not have the knowledge and 
skills needed to engage in the types of behaviors necessary for effective and efficient 
collaboration in schools. These skills include but are not limited to: listening, reflecting, creating 
and abiding by shared norms, following a protocol with fidelity, choosing the right protocol 
aligned to an educator’s dilemma or task, framing good questions, unearthing assumptions, and 
gaining a capacity for ambiguity. The participants responses to the pre-questionnaires as well as 
the study observations and interviews validated the researcher’s perspective that while many 
teachers are placed on teams by school leaders who label the teams PLCs, often the members of 
the teams are not knowledgeable about the true characteristics of a PLC nor what skills and 
behaviors team members need to be engaged in regularly to truly function as a PLC. Fullan and 
Hargreaves (2012) underscore this notion stating that PLC strategies “have been imposed 
simplistically and heavy-handedly by overzealous administrators” (p. 128). 
From the very beginning of the Critical Friends Groups Coaches’ Institute through the 
end of their week together, participants expressed learning new terms, practicing new skills and 
engaging in new behaviors. It was evident in the Connections comments and written reflections 
for day 3 that the majority of participants were coming to new understandings that what they had 
been doing back at school with their teams was vastly different from what they were 
experiencing at the CFG Coaches’ Institute. They realized and stated explicitly that their new 
understanding of collaboration required norms, better listening, following protocols and effective 
facilitation in order to accomplish meaningful work. Participants were perplexed with how they 
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were going to go back and implement what they were learning, but they also expressed strong 
aspirations to do so.  
Attaining new listening skills was a common and prevalent response from the participants 
in the study. Michael strategically designed an agenda to help participants think about how they 
listened and that would likely inspire change in the way participants listened to colleagues. On 
day 1, he stated, “listening to students is different from listening to adults.” On day 2, Michael 
taught participants explicitly about four different common listening habits and encouraged four 
new listening set-asides. Participants were invited to analyze their own listening preferences, 
thereby unearthing their natural behaviors related to listening. They were then taught that those 
natural listening habits actually become obstacles of effective adult learning together.  In order to 
improve collaboration, participants learned they would need to practice new skills and employ 
new behaviors related to listening. For example, participants were asked not to solve the problem 
of the presenter but instead just listen to the speaker. Others were asked not to tell a similar story 
as the presenter to make a connection but instead just listen to the speaker. The process of 
coming to new self-awareness about how one listens and becoming overtly aware that 
individuals evolve over time to have his/her own listening style caused pivotal cognitive shifts 
for the participants in the study.  
Perhaps the most common listening habit that was purposefully disrupted during the 
training was the apparent uncomfortableness with listening to silence. Many of the protocols 
called for participants to have a specific amount of time to share their thoughts, and the 
expectation was that the others in the group would give the presenter their entire amount of time 
to speak. However, often, the presenter did not use the entire allotted time. The expectation of 
the protocol was to simply sit in silence, allowing the presenter to silently think and reflect and 
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have the opportunity to speak again if so inclined. The participants struggled with listening to 
silence and most often responded, interrupted the silence, giggled, or just moved on to the next 
step in the protocol. Michael brought this habit to the forefront of multiple conversations, thus 
causing dissonance and shifts in thinking about silence among the participants. By the end of the 
training, participants were becoming more comfortable with silence and more committed to 
following the protocols so that silence could exist and deeper thinking could take place.  
The focused work on improving listening skills also surfaced the concept of inequity in 
voice for many participants. Those with a habit of talking more than listening in a group setting 
realized poignantly that they were missing out on a lot of listening in their collaborative work, 
thus missing out on learning from others and impeding others in the group from sharing their 
own perspective. Those participants with a habit of listening more than talking in a group setting 
realized that they were not contributing to the learning of others. Participants were guided 
through introspection related to their listening habits in groups and were expected to behave 
differently, acquiring new skills that would improve the quality of collaboration. Participants 
were given the opportunity to practice new listening skills throughout the training, and many 
participants shared changed attitudes and new aspirations for listening differently once back in 
their schools. The impact of this learning related to new listening skills was so significant for this 
group that they created a norm that read, “Support my skill as a listener.”  
Not only did participants of the CFG Coaches’ Institute attain new understandings, skills 
and aspirations for listening, they also attained new understandings, skills and aspirations for 
reflecting. Nave (2000) articulated the foundational theory of action for CFGs and underscored 
the importance of reflective practice, citing “reflection and discussion…is expected to lead to 
cognitive dissonance. The result is expected to be a more focused and more reflective attempt at 
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improving their practice.” Moreover, Gene Thompson-Grove (2007) highlighted that one of the 
important beliefs that underlie CFGs is that educators must slow down long enough to become 
reflective practitioners and therefore must prioritize making time for reflective dialogue. Thus, 
one of the goals of the CFG Coaches’ Institute is to teach participants the skills to be more 
reflective practitioners. Purposeful training for and experiences with reflection were handled in 
multiple and various ways throughout the forty hours of learning, such as using protocols to 
reflect on work, examining texts, using Connections as part of opening moves, and writing 
written reflections each day as part of closing moves.  
One of the most transformational reflective practices for participants was the 
introduction of the term Debrief related to collaboration and the ongoing practice 
throughout the week of debriefing each experience. On day 1, Michael shared with the 
participants an operational definition of the term Debrief as a discussion of the process of 
learning. Throughout their experiences together, participants learned and practiced how to 
debrief. For most of the participants in the room, this was the first time in their 
professional careers that they were asked to reflect on how they collaborated and 
interacted with other adults. One of the common reflective habits of participants during 
debriefing was to talk more about the content of a protocol or experience as opposed to 
focusing on reflection about the process of the collaborative experience. Michael redirected 
participants on numerous occasions about reflecting on the process of their collaborative 
work during debriefing rather than reflecting more on the content. The feedback from 
participants related to debriefing was that it often does not happen or tends to get skipped 
because groups run out of time. The pivotal learning from participation in the CFG Coaches’ 
Institute was that facilitators should never allow groups to skip debriefing. It is essential for 
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members of a collaborative experience to reflect on how they worked together and how 
they interacted in order to improve on group processes and group interactions. Effective 
contribution to a team is challenging work and deserves to be carefully considered. This 
concept of reflecting on group processes was new to the majority of the participants; 
therefore, debriefing caused changes in thinking about how adults work together. 
Interestingly, during the training, one of the groups skipped the debriefing of one protocol 
all together due to time constraints, but the consequences of skipping felt so negative that 
the group chose to redo the entire protocol for the presenter. Participants attained new 
understandings and skills related to how important it is to reflect about the processes of 
collaboration. Sonny ended the CFG Coaches’ Institute with this response about debriefing: 
Debriefing is similar to a reflection, but we reflected on the process and not the 
content.  
We discussed what went well, what didn’t go very well, and changes/shifts that we  
noticed during the protocol. Debriefs were utilized to help us refine our usage of the  
protocols; in a way, debriefing helped us continue to stay true to the protocol and  
encouraged us to improve ourselves as participants, presenters, and facilitators for 
future  
sessions. 
Like Sonny, participants changed their behaviors during the training and set aspirations to 
continue reflecting on group processes during debriefing when they returned to their 
collaborative teams in their schools.  
Another way that participants engaged in behaviors that increased their skills of 
becoming more reflective practitioners was through the daily habit of written reflections. At the 
end of each day, participants were asked to sit in silence and write about their experiences. These 
written reflections became important artifacts for the researcher to analyze. Through this habit of 
written reflections, participants clarified their own thinking, asked the facilitator questions that 
contributed to the agendas, made aspirations explicit and engaged in a behavior of reflective 
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practice that is a hallmark of participation in a CFG. After several days of experiences with 
Connections, debriefing and written reflections, Michael asked participants to ponder, “What if 
we could add reflection to our collaborative and department meetings?” By the time the 
participants left the CFG Coaches’ Institute, they were no longer questioning this practice; 
instead, they were committed to making reflection a regular part of their practice, a significant 
change from what they had previously experienced on their collaborative teams.  
The data from this research study indicated that while the concept of norms was the most 
well-known characteristic of a PLC by participants, norms were also commonly misunderstood 
and misused prior to the CFG Coaches’ Institute. The majority of the participants in the study 
had participated on a team that used a set of norms. However, analysis of the questionnaires, 
interview responses, observations and artifacts showed that most participants described using a 
generic set of norms or described using norms that were simply given to them. Participants in 
this study described having pivotal, professional moments of learning regarding the importance 
of creating norms through a shared process of discussion and reflective dialogue. Michael 
introduced the terminology of Norms during Group Juggle on the first day. He helped 
participants come to understand Norms as structures through deductive processes. As such, the 
concept of norms as structures emerged organically as positive and helpful. Participants 
expressed a changed, improved attitude about structures and about norms. Michael guided 
participants through a two day process for how to build norms, and he redefined norms as “our 
agreements for how we will work together.” The norms were not given to the group by the 
facilitator, and the norms did not have anything to do with “beginning on time” or any of the 
other generic norms in place on contrived PLCs. Instead, participants’ shared experiences and 
reflective dialogue helped them cultivate a unique set of norms to live by for their own learning 
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community. Participants gained new knowledge and new skills regarding building norms. They 
learned about the importance of norm construction being a shared process with all members of 
the learning community providing input and feedback regarding the collective expectations and 
shared responsibility for the group. Additionally, the participants continually referred to the 
norms throughout their forty hours of learning together and held themselves and others 
accountable to the norms. Participants discovered that norms provide support for members of a 
PLC to be able to take risks with each other. When asked how they would describe any changes 
related to norms through their participation in the CFG Coaches Institute, all four participants 
involved in the more in depth study expressed changes in themselves. Anne commented, “I see 
how important norms are now and how essential it is for those following the norms to be part of 
their creation.” Frances shared, “my knowledge and attitude about norms has changed since the 
CFG Coaches’ Institute. Norms provide a net to move forward, permitting risk-taking which 
fosters growth in a team setting.” Before the CFG Coaches’ Institute, Sonny defined norms as, 
“Something that is consistently done that does not necessarily have theoretical backing. I have 
not experienced any norms yet in my work as a PLC or collaborative team.”  After experiencing 
the in CFG Coaches’ Institute, Sonny described norms in this manner: 
Norms are a set of understandings that the groups create to make sure that the goals are 
being accomplished effectively. The norms were used in this method during training.  
My knowledge of norms has changed because I was unsure exactly what norms were 
before the CFG institute. I have learned about norms and love the idea of creating norms.  
 
Perhaps Cath best summed up the powerful experience of creating norms together as part of a 
CFG when she responded during our final interview with, “I’ve never worked with a group for 
40 hours where the norms lived and breathed and worked so effectively. I always knew norms 
were capable of that, but hadn’t seen it in action.” The analysis of the data indicates that while 
norms may on the surface and in textbooks seem to be a simple component of a PLC, in fact, 
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norms are complex structures symbolic of reflective dialogue, compromise and collective 
agreements that a group cultivates in order to be able to engage in meaningful, risky work 
together to support adult and student learning. Members of a PLC must put time and effort into 
developing agreed upon norms in order to build trust and move beyond contrived collegiality.  
Another new skill essential for effective collaboration that participants learned during the 
CFG Coaches’ Institute was how to follow a protocol with fidelity. On day 1, Michael 
introduced the term “protocol” and defined it as a “structured conversation.” Throughout the 
Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute, participants were exposed to a variety of protocols 
including Affinity Mapping, Compass Points, Microlab, Examining Assessments, Atlas, Tuning, 
Consultancy, Issaquah, Peeling the Onion, Final Word, and 4As. Some of these experiences were 
facilitated by Michael, some were facilitated by other participants and some were facilitated by a 
participant himself or herself. Several of the protocols were used more than once thus offering 
participants an opportunity to compare different facilitative styles as well as compare Michael’s 
expert facilitation of a protocol with a novice’s facilitation of a protocol. Each of the protocols 
provide teams with step by step guidelines on how to proceed through the process of the protocol 
along with the recommended amount of time needed for each step. Educators discovered, 
through experiences as a participant, presenter and facilitator, the importance of each step of the 
protocol and the imperative not to skip any step in the protocol.  
The majority of the participants did not have knowledge of or experience with using 
protocols as members of their collaborative teams in their schools. During the forty hours of 
building community during the CFG Institute, participants had extensive experience with 
protocols and thus described significant changes in their knowledge, attitudes, skills and 
aspirations. For example, Frances, the most veteran educator among the four participants 
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involved in the more in depth study shared these sentiments about protocols prior to the Institute: 
“Protocols are stated desired steps to complete a task within an organization. Protocols represent 
the proper way to contact supervisors.” After experiencing how to build a professional learning 
community during the CFG Coaches’ Institute, she shared: 
Protocols provide an agreed upon guideline for team discussions. They are divided into 
families: descriptive, refining, dilemma management, and generative. By utilizing the 
guidelines, team participants are able to build trust and use a structured order for 
collaboration. Protocols were introduced and demonstrated, and then were practiced 
by each of the members of the CFG Coaches’ Institute. I found the facilitator role to be a 
pivotal position in determining whether the protocol was followed successfully. It was 
difficult to keep time, keep on protocol task, and take an active role as a participant. In 
a small group this can be accomplished, yet in a larger group the facilitator may 
choose to not act as a participant in discussion. I found the presenter position to begin 
as risk taking, and end as rewarding. The team followed the tuning protocol during my 
presenter  
role, and provided feedback that may be used to increase the student productivity and 
understanding of the lesson presented. Taking an active role as a participant can be a 
rewarding experience due to the mutual purpose of the protocol process. I found my 
take away from the discussion would benefit my teaching as well as the assistance 
provided to the presenter. With the protocols that I had the opportunity to engage 
with the team, I found they offered structure promoting equity and guidance in 
reaching requested outcomes. The low-risk environment promoted growth for all 
members during protocol discussions.  
 
Similar growth in knowledge and attitude related to protocols was also expressed by the other 
three participants involved in the more in-depth study. Sonny shared that: 
I was unsure about what protocols were before the training, so my knowledge has gained 
through learning about them in the Institute…My attitude has positively changed and my  
knowledge has expanded. I feel as though I am more reflective as an educator and that I  
have the skills to create better lessons and to give more thoughtful feedback to my  
students. 
 
Cath was the only participant to come into the CFG Coaches Institute with experience using 
protocols in a CFG. She, too, described a change in her attitude related to protocols, “I love them 
even more, if possible. It’s become even more clear to me that without a structure, it’s unsafe to 
be so vulnerable with our work.” Participants describe and interpret their experiences using 
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protocols as a means to provide teams with structure. Protocols are indeed tools for building the 
skills and dispositions necessary for meaningful collaborative work. Essentially, protocols help 
educators with how to learn together and how to effectively collaborate. 
In addition to listening and reflecting skills, Michael taught participants other specific 
skills needed in order to follow protocols with fidelity. For example, participants needed to 
develop skills in description, framing good questions, unearthing assumptions, and gaining a 
capacity for ambiguity. This focused work on developing the skills needed to implement 
protocols successfully is lacking in many schools; therefore, even if protocols are used, they are 
often used superficially or inappropriately, consequently not leading to the in-depth, insightful 
conversations about teaching and learning that protocols intend. Gene Thompson-Grove (2005) 
illuminated this pitfall in her Call to Action. She described the importance of using protocols to 
assist in building trust in a learning community yet distinguished protocol use in CFGs from 
using protocols as icebreakers and team builders. Significantly, in the SRI Resource and Protocol 
Book, at the bottom of each page of the protocol guides, this statement is written, “Protocols are 
most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and 
facilitated by a skilled facilitator.” Indeed, there is a right way and a wrong way to facilitate a 
protocol; moreover, implementing protocols with fidelity requires learned skills, practice and 
feedback.  
For example, Michael taught participants to suspend a tendency to immediately interpret 
and evaluate work and instead learn how to first only describe work. The data collected indicated 
that this was extremely difficult for most participants and required redirection from Michael on 
numerous occasions during different protocol experiences. Additionally, Michael taught 
participants how to speak in rounds. During rounds, the facilitator invited each and every 
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participant to share one perspective in response to a question or prompt, like going around in a 
circle speaking one by one. This is not a natural conversational style, yet it helped build in a 
space for listening as well as build in an expectation for equitable responses and shared 
accountability for participation. As early as day 1, during the Microlab protocol debrief, 
participants surfaced the idea of rounds being uncomfortable yet simultaneously allowing 
everyone to have a voice because of the structure built into the protocol. During the Compass 
Points debrief, Michael raised the notion of people being complex, citing the ability individuals 
have to behave in a manner that may not be one’s natural preference in order to support the good 
of the organization, the work and the learning. He reassured participants that following protocols 
is not a natural skill and that it requires educators to behave differently.  
Michael also taught participants how to frame good questions, unearth assumptions, and 
gain a capacity for ambiguity. These teachings and their impact on the cognitive dissonance of 
the participants were exposed throughout the qualitative data collection and analysis. 
Questioning techniques seemed to be one of the most challenging yet impactful skills 
participants gained. Learning the difference between a clarifying question and a probing question 
was essential for participants to be able to contribute meaningfully to numerous protocols. 
Participants also had to learn how to craft a meaningful probing question as well as how not to 
disguise a suggestion in the form of a question. For many of the participants, some of the most 
pivotal, professional moments occurred when they made mistakes with questioning and received 
critical feedback from Michael or their colleagues. Additionally, participants expressed pivotal 
moments of new learning related to expending significant cognitive energy on trying to craft an 
appropriate question that would aid their colleague in learning. Participants described changes in 
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their understanding of how questioning impacts collaborative work and how they needed to be 
much more thoughtful in their work with their colleagues.  
During protocols, participants also experienced the expectation of making their 
assumptions explicit and striving to be comfortable with ambiguity. It was a recurring theme in 
the training that participants needed to get out of the habit of trying to solve others’ problems. 
Michael taught the difference between dilemmas and problems and encouraged participants to 
practice a new habit of assisting others with deepening their own thinking and gaining more 
clarity of their own work rather than solving other’s problems. Participants expressed feeling 
uncomfortable not securing the type of closure they were used to in terms of problem solving. 
Moreover, during protocols, participants were taught to reveal their own assumptions and 
articulate what assumptions they heard in others’ words and in written texts. Unearthing one’s 
own assumptions reveals beliefs and values and exposes one’s thinking in ways not often 
experienced on school teams. In describing what role assumptions played in the work of building 
community, Cath stated that, “It was often helpful to be up front about what assumptions each of 
us were making at any time to help us (and others) move beyond them. Anne shared: 
I did not realize how many assumptions I make on a daily basis until CFG training.  
We challenged our assumptions and those of our fellow participants in order to help  
us examine the work from a variety of angles and to break out of our comfort zones. 
 
Sonny shared a similar sentiment with, “Everyone has assumptions, but you have to learn to 
surface the assumptions and figure out how to use those. Once you know what your assumptions 
are – you are able to move past them and think essentially about the work or dilemma you are 
looking at.” Surfacing assumptions is important for Critical Friends Groups and a skill that 
requires development and practice. In order to implement many protocols effectively, 
participants must learn to make their assumptions transparent to other team members.  
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Not only does it require skills in listening, questioning, reflecting and revealing 
assumptions to facilitate a protocol with fidelity, but this study revealed that it also requires skills 
in choosing the right protocol aligned to an educator’s work. Another important task needed for 
effective collaboration that often goes overlooked is the process of choosing the correct protocol. 
This best occurs through the process of pre-conferencing. Participants learned through the CFG 
Coaches’ Institute that taking the time to pre-conference is essential. Cath summed it up with, “I 
have learned that rounds are great. Time is important, but you can’t be a slave to it and the 
choice of the protocol is really important.” Indeed, choosing the wrong protocol can have 
detrimental effects for the presenter, can lead to diminished trust and can reduce the desire of 
participants to engage in protocols in the future. Anne experienced presenting her first protocol 
during the Institute; afterwards, she concluded it was likely not the correct protocol for what she 
needed. She shared: 
I am coming to understand how important it is to slow down and follow the protocol.  
After going through a couple now and after presenting. The protocol got a little screwed  
up, and I felt a little short changed. Although I got some great feedback, I didn’t get as  
much as others. I may not have chosen the right protocol, and I may not have framed my  
question the right way during the preconference.  
In our final interview, Anne shared that protocol matching was going to likely be an obstacle 
moving forward as well, “Yes, I think that matching the protocol to the work would be difficult. 
It was already difficult, so I think that would be difficult back in my school.” Thus, data from the 
study reveal both the imperative of pre-conferencing and selecting the appropriate protocol as 
well as the difficulty. 
In summary, literature abounds on the imperative of educators to build collaborative 
cultures and participate as members of PLCs (Barth, 2001; Darling-Hammond, 1996; Dufour & 
Eaker, 2008, 1998; Dufour & Fullan, 2013; DuFour, R., Eaker, R., DuFour, R., & Many, T., 
2010; Drucker, 1992; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Joyce & Showers, 1995; Killion and Hirsh, 
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2007; Kruse, Louis & Bryk, 1994; Lieberman and Miller, 2011; Louis, Kruse, & Raywind, 1996; 
Macdonald & Shirley, 2009; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Senge, 1990). However, too often 
school leaders assume that adults know how to effectively collaborate and place educators on 
teams left to their own habits. This study revealed, however, that participants did not have the 
skills and dispositions needed to effectively collaborate. Building a Professional Learning 
Community requires more than structural change, it requires cultural change. Educators must be 
specifically taught skills in listening, reflecting and carrying out protocols in order to enable 
teams to alter long held assumptions, beliefs, expectations and habits that represent the norm for 
educators. School leaders must invest the time and resources to train educators in these new 
skills and dispositions in order to move beyond contrived collegiality to meaningful professional 
community.  
 
Implications 
Effective Facilitative Leadership is an Essential Component to the Implementation of PLCs  
District and school leaders must invest resources into training educators how to 
effectively collaborate. Schools need trained, facilitative leaders dedicated to supporting the 
cultivation of collaborative teams, dedicated to teaching adults how to learn together in support 
of student learning, dedicated to ensuring that as much attention is given to the process of adult 
learning in schools as is dedicated to the process of student learning. Perhaps the most pervasive 
theme revealed during the data collection and analysis process was the absolute importance of 
effective facilitative leadership. Curry (2005) encouraged researchers to investigate the 
importance of facilitation because her research revealed that “despite members’ apparent 
preference for teacher-managed professional development, evidence suggested that CFGs 
suffered from members’ (especially coaches’) lack of expertise with regard to both content 
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matter and group facilitation processes.” In this research, the fundamental factor that contributed 
to improved collaboration and thus participants’ changes in knowledge, attitude, skills, 
aspirations and behavior was the guidance of an expert facilitator. Thus, based on the findings of 
this study, the researcher concluded that ongoing support from an expert facilitator is needed in 
order for novice facilitators to grow in their facilitation skills and make a positive impact toward 
a collaborative culture.  
Michael clearly was an expert facilitator with many experiences with CFG facilitation. 
He crafted a powerful, responsive agenda designed to engage participants in experiences 
essential for new learning. Each and every detail was strategically considered and implemented 
including the physical space, furniture arrangements, flexible groupings, order of activities, 
protcols used and facilitative moves. Sometimes Michael created large groups, sometimes small 
groups, sometime pairs, sometimes triads, sometimes choice, always selected based on desired 
outcomes. Michael designed their experiences so that participants would realize that it is indeed 
important for members of a learning community to make strategic efforts to interact with a 
diverse group of people in order for individuals to be exposed to and understand various 
perspectives. The researcher documented all of the changes in seating arrangements and 
groupings precisely to highlight the importance of Michael’s facilitative leadership and as a way 
to encourage district and school leaders to engage in similar leadership practices with educators 
in their schools. 
This research study has established that educators need to learn a wide array of new 
skills; consequently, this research has also established that it is necessary to have a high quality 
teacher of these new skills. Michael engaged in explicit, direct instruction at times, allowed for 
work periods in which participants practiced their new skills, and he then provided feedback – all 
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essential components of effective teaching. Michael infused humor throughout his teachings and 
established credibility in his educational content knowledge as well. All of the participants 
commented on Michael’s facilitative prowess and many expressed aspirations to attain such 
skills in facilitation. Anne shared that one of her biggest attitude changes as a result of the CFG 
Coaches’ Institute was about facilitation: 
It’s important to be a good facilitator. I have always been interested in who is in charge,  
but before now I didn’t think of the facilitator as much as being in a leadership role and  
how important it is. I had not given it much thought and now I am so focused on it. I am 
stuck on it. 
 
Cath shared: 
I think a strong facilitator is going to be really important for all these people going back. I  
think there needs to be an anchoring person. A lot of this is not intuitive. This work is not  
intuitive. We need someone to step up who has been steeped in the work, who has  
enough leadership qualities to lead upholding the norms. 
 
All throughout the data collection process, the researcher documented Michael’s facilitative 
moves and compared his facilitation with the facilitation of the novice facilitators. The 
differences were significant. The stark contrast in the facilitative skills of Michael versus the 
facilitative skills of the novice participants yielded a strong conclusion that educators need an 
expert facilitative leader to guide them as they begin the process of re-culturing a school through 
PLC processes. District and school leaders must invest in this type of facilitative coaching of the 
promise of the Professional Learning Communities process is to be fulfilled.  
 Building Trust Requires Intentional Effort from Members of a Learning Community.  
 Trust Matters. District and school leaders must be willing to invest the time and resources 
needed for educators to build trust, starting with going through the process of developing shared 
norms. Educators need time to talk, time to study and implement the processes necessary to build 
trust and collaborative cultures. Trust does not emerge accidentally; it must be cultivated.  
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On the last day of the CFG Coaches’ Institute, Michael said: 
  Sometimes in protocols we don’t get to manage what we want to manage; we can’t speak  
when we want to speak sometimes, for example. We are learning a new discipline, and it  
will not always feel comfortable. And, we will have to trust each other. 
 
 This idea of trusting each other is another theme that emerged all throughout the study. Data 
collected revealed that trust is not common on school teams that do not engage in the type of 
collaboration learned and experienced during the Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute. 
Armstrong (2003) concluded that a weakness in CFGs is that the level of conversation often 
remains at a topical, technical level. Interestingly, one of the topics Armstrong does not refer to 
in the study is that of the teams going through the process of developing norms and building 
trust. In CFGs, the development of shared norms is integral to actually pushing the conversation 
deeper and assisting participants with moving the work to more rigorous, honest and meaningful 
levels; without emphasis on this component of norm development, the topical, technical level of 
the conversations will persist. Cath underscored the idea of not having trust in schools saying, 
“Because most people are stressed at work and don’t feel safe, the opposites are not positives.” 
Indeed, it is hard to build trust because educators do not know how to challenge each other’s 
practice without getting offended. Anne shared during a protocol, “An assumption I hear is that 
in a group the trust is already in place. How do you move from the traditional way to equity and 
accountability?” Also, during the Paseo activity, the topic arose that discussions of equity and 
excellence come up in CFGs but often not on collaborative teams and departments. The 
researcher noted that discussing the topic of equity is important for building trust and building 
community. One of the participants cried during the Paseo, symbolic of the trust that had been 
built and that the structures and norms allowed this participant to share vulnerability.  
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Frances shared that she behaved differently with this team than other teams she had 
worked on in the past because, “My level of trust with the group has risen because of the 
training. I shared my ideas more readily with this group because they know the rules and skills, 
too. So, the level of anxiety lowers.” Trust does not come from simply putting teachers on teams 
and assuming they know how to collaborate. Instead, trust is built when members of a team 
engage in the behaviors learned through the CFG Coaches’ Institute. One of the participants 
summed it up succinctly with, “It’s not about being together but about being together the right 
way.” Only after learning how to be together the right way and practicing those skills will 
educators truly know what it feels like to build community and a true collaborative culture. 
Essentially, it takes time, structured experiences and a skilled facilitator to build trust. 
Building Community in Schools Requires Change, and Change is Hard 
Educators will have to behave differently in order to effectively build community. 
District and school leaders must provide the resources needed in order to teach educators what to 
change and how to make those changes. Professional development must be job-embedded, on-
going and include a facilitative leader. On the afternoon of day 4, participants engaged in an 
activity designed to help them reflect on the change process. During the debriefing, Michael said, 
“Now, relate this to the work of PLCs and CFGs. Why might we all be here? Perhaps, we are 
here so that we can change…we have had a lot of new learning this week and there are changes 
to make.” He went on to say, “Change is hard, and a lot of change has to happen for this work to 
be embedded in our schools.” Indeed, educators must behave differently in order to build 
community. Educators need to: engage in rituals that invite reflection such as Connections and 
written reflections, engage in a process to develop shared norms, use protocols to examine adult 
and student work, engage in Learning from Play activities so they laugh together; listen 
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differently, allow themselves to be vulnerable, practice facilitation and reflect on the process in 
order to improve.  
Anne shared: 
 
Because I’ve now actually been with a group of teachers who all are just as committed as 
me; I’ve now seen how to do it. Now, I’ve done it, and now I know that I am not the  
only teacher committed; before the CFG training, I felt so isolated. I don’t feel isolated  
anymore. 
 
During reflections on day 4 of the Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute, one of the 
participants said, “I think in order for a CFG group to work, all need to go through this training.” 
The participant came to a similar conclusion as most participants who get the opportunity for 
such a reflective, transformational, professional experience. Thus, the researcher’s primary 
recommendation is that school leaders purposefully and strategically leverage resources in order 
to provide high quality professional development for teachers and administrators designed to 
alter long held assumptions, beliefs, expectations and habits that represent the norm for most 
educators. This investment in the training of educators will significantly increase the likelihood 
of implementing the Professional Learning Communities process effectively. The researcher 
recommends sending an overwhelming majority of educators to training because it is harder to 
work against habits when educators are among a group of people who have no impetus for 
change. Not only should school leaders send educators in their schools to participate in the 
Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute, but they also should then seek ongoing job-embedded 
coaching and support of an expert SRI facilitator back in their actual school settings.  
 
Future Research 
Taking the review of the literature into consideration and reflecting on my own 
experiences as a practitioner, I decided to focus my research study primarily on the process of 
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Critical Friends Groups. The review of literature revealed that the effectiveness of CFGs is 
dependent upon the fidelity of implementation that requires facilitation skills of CFG members. 
Moreover, the review of literature suggests CFGs are effective and that participation in a CFG 
often leads to pivotal professional moments for members. My goal was to add to the literature by 
designing a study that would investigate the process of cultivating CFGs and increase 
understanding in how participation in a CFG contributes to pivotal, professional moments for 
CFG participants.  
The results of this study indicate that participation in a Critical Friends Group Coaches’ 
Institute provides educators with professionally significant transformational moments that work 
together to teach educators the skills and dispositions needed to be effective members of a PLC 
and contributing members to a collaborative culture. Moreover, the results of the study indicate 
that participation in a Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute reveals to participants what the 
characteristics of a Professional Learning Community are and what changes would need to take 
place in order to build community in schools.  
The researcher recommends additional research on how educators who participate in a 
CFG Coaches’ Institute behave once they are actually back in their school settings, how skills 
develop and how obstacles can be overcome in order to keep commitments and act on 
aspirations.  One of the limitations in this research study was that the design did not include 
interaction and follow up interviews with the SRI expert facilitator. As Curry noted, “despite 
members’ apparent preference for teacher-managed professional development, evidence 
suggested that CFGs suffered from members’ (especially coaches’) lack of expertise with regard 
to both content matter and group facilitation processes” (p. 283-284). The need for skilled 
facilitation is certainly an area worth further investigation because without skilled facilitation, 
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the ability to implement CFGs with fidelity is compromised. The feedback from the facilitator 
would likely have added value to the findings of this study. Therefore, the researcher 
recommends future research to include facilitator feedback as well as future research on how 
significant an impact facilitators have on the successful implementation of Professional Learning 
Communities. 
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APPENDIXES 
APPENDIX A 
 
What a grand opportunity we have to learn together at the 
upcoming CFG (Critical Friends Groups) Coaches’ Institute. The 
main purpose of this communication is to outline logistics and 
frame a very important task that each of you will need to carry 
out prior to the institute.  
 
Logistics  
The institute will be held at Middle School, July 8-12. Parking is available in the front of the 
school. We will begin each day at 8:30 AM and end by 4:00 PM. We will be able to take 
approximately one hour for lunch each day. If you choose to not bring your lunch, several nearby 
restaurant options are available that will allow us to honor our 60-minute timeframe. We hope 
that by the end of the institute, you will say that the work we did together was well worth the 
time away from your workplace and your friends and families. 
 
We will do our learning in both small and large groups, and through a variety of learning modes. 
All of the learning will be interactive. Dress will be casual.  
 
The Task  
In order to participate in the institute, you will need to bring a piece of work from your practice 
that you will share in a small group.  
What kind of work should you bring? There are three kinds of work that would be appropriate for 
this institute:  
 
1) Student work that you wonder about. For example, you might be wonderingabout the work 
because it is so different from what the student usually does, or because you thought it was 
interesting and engaging, but the student completely missed the point of the assignment. The 
work might even be puzzling, or confusing to you; perhaps you wonder what others would see in 
the work, or what you might do next to support this student.  
 
The student work you bring to the table can be anything students produce: written pieces, 
drawings, math problems, science labs, 3-dimensional structures students have built, artwork, 
power point presentations, journals, portfolios, videos of student presentations or performances, 
drafts and/or finished pieces. The work can be from any grade level, any subject matter area, 
carried out in class or at home . . . In short, anything that a student has done or created will be 
fine.  
 For this option, you need only one piece of work from a single student. While you may 
want to bring the assignment or prompt, it is not necessary.  
 Please remove the student’s name from the work, and, if you have made comments or 
corrections to the work, do your best to white them out  
 Please bring the original work plus 12 copies. If the work cannot be reproduced, such as 
3-D artwork or a poster board display, please just bring the original with you.  
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OR . . . 
  
2) Teacher work that you have created that you would like to revise. For example, you might 
want to revise a unit or project or lesson or assessment because some of the students did not meet 
your expectations, or because a certain group of students consistently falls short in this subject 
area or on this type of assignment. Perhaps you wonder why some of the students didn’t seem 
adequately prepared, or why some didn’t seem to understand the assignment itself, or why your 
assessment criteria didn’t match the work the students produced. You might find yourself asking 
questions similar to these below:  
 A handful of students don’t get really engaged in this particular assignment. How could I 
improve the assignment so that it works for all of the students?  
 All students completed this final math exam, but their performance was spotty, and now 
I’m not sure their work really tells me what I need to know about their learning. How 
might I revise this assessment?”  
 For this option, you should bring a copy of the assignment and the assessment 
criteria/rubric you used, as well as a piece of student work that illustrates your concern.  
 
OR . . .  
 
3) Leadership work that you have created and around which you are looking for feedback. This 
might be an action or improvement plan, a letter you’re thinking about writing to parents or staff, 
a survey. What is the work you produce in your role as school or teacher leader that you know 
would benefit from the perspective of others?  
 
A Final Thought  
As you decide what to bring -- whether student work or teacher work or leadership work -- 
please keep in mind that it should be something around which you have a genuine question or 
concern. The work should not be a “show piece” effort. While it can be wonderful to share our 
students' outstanding achievements (and our own), often there is more to be learned from sharing 
what didn't work, what fell flat, or what stumps us. To do our best learning for the students under 
our stewardship, we need to bring work to the table that comes from our wonderings and 
confusions, from our failed efforts and uncomfortable dilemmas. 
 
If you have any questions about what you might bring, feel free to contact me. Until July 8 at 
8:30 AM… 
 
Michael  
Facilitator for the School Reform Initiative and a proud Georgia educator 
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APPENDIX B 
Electronic Communication to Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute Participants 
 
Letter to Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute Participants 
 
June 26, 2013 
 
Greetings CFG Coaches’ Institute participants and fellow educators: 
 
My name is Shannon Kersey. I am currently attending Georgia State University and working on 
my doctoral degree in Educational Leadership. This semester, I am beginning research on my 
dissertation which is designed to explore the experiences that participants have during a Critical 
Friends Group Coaches’ Institute, like the one you will be attending starting on July, 8 2013. 
 
First, there are going to be between 12-24 educators participating in the CFG Coaches’ Institute, 
and I am seeking all members of the cohort to agree to be a part of my research study. The 
majority of the members of this cohort will only be asked to allow me to observe your regular 
activities during the CFG Coaches’ Institute and, at times, allow me to document your 
interactions or activities when in contact with one of four participants selected to be the focus of 
my case study research data collection procedures. 
Specifically, I am seeking 4 participants who represent diverse perspectives to agree to be more 
involved in my research study. If you agree to volunteer for this aspect of the study and are 
selected, you will be asked to complete two short questionnaires, engage in three 30-45 minute 
interviews with me, submit copies of select artifacts to me from the CFG Coaches’ Institute and 
allow me to observe you much more closely during portions of your normal participation in the 
CFG Coaches’ Institute. Essentially, you will be asked to offer 2-3 additional hours of time for 
the study than the other participants. However, please know that I plan to imbed my research 
activities into the 5 days already scheduled for the CFG Institute. I will work with you to 
incorporate my research into the planned activities and time set aside already for the CFG 
Coaches’ Institute you will be attending. If clarification is needed after data collection or during 
data analysis, I may contact you for follow up clarification interviews to ensure I communicate 
your experiences in the manner in which you would want communicated. Participation in this 
study may also benefit you personally, offeringyou additional time for professional reflection that 
may benefit you cognitively and emotionally. Overall, we hope to gain information about the 
experience of participation in a Critical Friends Groups Coaches’ Institute and gain understanding 
about the types of circumstances that may lead to professionally significant transformational 
moments for educators. 
 
 
All of the information obtained during this research study will be kept confidential. Your 
participation in the study would be completely voluntary and you would be free to withdraw 
from the study at any time for any reason without penalty. This research proposal has been 
reviewed and approved by the Georgia State University Institutional Review Board (IRB). If you 
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have questions about my dissertation or the focus of the study, please call me at 770-363-XXXX 
or e-mail me at skersey1@student.gsu.edu.  
 
If you would be willing to volunteer to participate in my research study, please complete the 
attached “participant selection guide” and return it to me by July, 3 2013. 
 
Thank you, 
 
Shannon N. Kersey 
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APPENDIX C 
 
PARTICIPANT SELECTION GUIDE 
 
Directions: Please fill out this form to the best of your knowledge if you would be willing to 
participate in my research study as 1 of the 4 participants selected for more in depth data 
collection activities as explained in the letter to all CFG Coaches’ Institute participants. Please 
know that all information will be kept confidential. 
 
1. First and Last Name 
_____________________________________________ 
 
2. Male      Female    (Please check one) 
 
3.  Please identify your ethnic background? 
 
__________________________________________ 
 
4.  Please tell me the title of your position as an educator. (Please include grade level) 
____________________________________________ 
 
5. How many years have you been an educator? 
____________________________________________ 
 
6. How many years have you been working in your current position?  
 
____________________________________________ 
 
 
7. Are you currently a member of a Critical Friends Group (CFG)?  
Yes         No          (Please check one) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Please complete the form and return to Shannon N. Kersey @ skersey1@student.gsu.edu 
 
APPENDIX D 
 
Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute 
Questionnaire 1: Day 1 CFG Institute 
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Pseudo - Name of Research Participant: ___________________________________  
Today’s Date: ______ /______ /______ 
 
1) You are participating in an educator professional development program entitled a Critical 
Friends Groups Coaches’ Institute. Please describe here what you know about this 
training and what, if anything, you hope to gain from the training: 
 
 
 
2) What is your understanding of a Professional Learning Community (PLC)? 
 
 
 
3) What are the key characteristics of a Professional Learning Community (PLC)? 
 
 
 
4) Are you a member of a Professional Learning Community (PLC) in your school?  
Yes or No 
 
5) Are you a member of a collaborative team of teachers in your school?  
Yes or No 
a. If yes, could you describe the make-up of this team? 
 
6) Is there a difference between a Professional Learning Community (PLC) and a 
collaborative team?  
Yes or No 
 
a. If you answered yes to #6, can you describe what the major differences are 
between a PLC and a collaborative team? 
 
 
7) Do you have time to meet and talk with other teachers/administrators in your school 
setting about your work as an educator?  
 
Yes or No 
 
a. If yes, please briefly describe how this time is structured? 
 
b. If yes, please describe your attitude toward this time to meet and talk? 
 
 
c. Do you have different aspirations for this time? If yes, please describe: 
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8) How do you define “norms?” Please describe if and how norms are utilized in your work 
in your PLC/collaborative team?  
 
 
a. If your PLC/collaborative team has developed norms, please list them here: 
 
 
9) How do you define a “protocol? Please describe if and how protocols are utilized in your 
work in your PLC and/or collaborative team? 
 
 
 
 
 
(Please skip sections 9a and 9b if you have not used protocols) 
a. If your PLC/collaborative team has utilized protocols, please list/describe them 
here: 
 
b. If your PLC/collaborative team has utilized protocols, please briefly describe your 
experience serving as a: 
 
i. Facilitator - 
 
 
ii. Presenter - 
 
 
iii. Participant - 
 
10) How do you define a “debrief?” Please describe if and how debriefs are utilized in your 
work in your PLC and/or collaborative team? 
 
 
11) Please describe what role the “examination of student work” plays in your work with 
your PLC/collaborative team? 
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12) Please describe what role “reflections” play in your work with your PLC/collaborative 
team? 
 
 
 
 
 
13) Please describe what role “assumptions” play in your work with your PLC/collaborative 
team? 
 
 
 
 
 
14) Please describe what role “peer observations” play in your work with your 
PLC/collaborative team? 
 
 
 
 
 
15) Please use the space provided to share with the researcher any additional thoughts you 
may have related to Professional Learning Communities, Critical Friends Groups (CFGs), 
collaborative teams, collaboration, facilitation, etc… 
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APPENDIX E 
SRI Guiding Principles 
 
 
School Reform Initiative Guiding Principles 
 
The mission of the School Reform Initiative is to create transformational learning 
 communities fiercely committed to educational equity and excellence.  
 
The School Reform Initiative is a mission driven organization. SRI’s programs and practices are 
guided by a set of principles that articulate SRI’s approach to creating and sustaining 
transformational learning com-munities. SRI believes that the achievement of educational equity 
and excellence requires educators to engage in a continuous process of collaborative 
transformational learning through which they dare to:  
 
• Be accountable to their colleagues to continually improve their practice for the benefit of their 
students and to share their actions with their colleagues;  
• Engage in public, collaborative assessment of student and adult work;  
• Work in ways that challenge each other’s assumptions about educational excellence and equity; 
and  
• Examine their beliefs and question how these beliefs are enacted in their practice.  
 
SRI aims to transform teaching and learning. In transformational learning communities, 
educators engage in constructive discourse to persistently and intentionally question one 
another’s practice in a challenging and supportive environment characterized by respect, trust, 
and learning. To this end, educators in SRI transformational learning communities aspire to:  
 
• Work with determination to ensure equal access to quality learning in a way that achieves 
equitable outcomes for each student;  
• Know students well and to engage them in relevant, meaningful, and demanding work that will 
make a difference in their lives and communities;  
• Commit to becoming culturally proficient practitioners so they can effectively connect with 
every one of their students, no matter the differences in background.  
 
 
 
Adopted May 2013 
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Appendix F 
 
Questions and Assumption Protocol  
Adapted for Text  
Developed in the field by educators. 
Purpose  
To increase awareness of assumptions embedded in our own texts as well as those authored by 
others, practice uncovering assumptions, and build community among participants through 
sharing professional questions and concerns. 
 
Introduction  
This activity can be used with any set of questions or statements. For example, you might use a 
school’s mission statement, the tenets of a plan or a framework, the statements or goals of a 
learning experience, or guiding or essential questions for a unit or plan of study.  
 
Note: Identifying and talking publicly about assumptions is often new and can be challenging. 
Participants may assert that they don’t have or are trying to rid themselves of assumptions. 
Referring to the purpose of the Questions and Assumptions activity or referencing SRI Guiding 
Principles may be helpful if these kinds of statements emerge during the process.  
 
Process  
1. Before engaging in Questions and Assumptions, the facilitator could use large pieces of 
paper to create space on the wall for participants to place their written questions and 
assumptions. If the chosen text has predictable breaks (e.g., a list, section headings), it 
may be helpful to create several smaller places for participants to post their thinking.  
 
2. Offer an example of a phrase (e.g., collaborative culture) and ask participants to identify 
assumptions embedded in it. Assumptions: there is such a thing as collaborative culture, 
that it will impact learning, that it will positively affect each learner, that it is possible to 
reform it, etc.  
 
3. Hand out the set of statements or goals (“text”) to participants, asking them to engage in a 
process of Questions and Answers.  
 
4. Offer participants time to examine the text and identify questions and assumptions, and 
write them down, one per sticky note. If the facilitator chooses to create several smaller 
spaces due to the text structure, it may be helpful to encourage participants to code their 
sticky notes so they know where to place them. (5-15 minutes) 
 
5. After an amount of time in which participants can “mine” the text, encourage them to 
stand and quietly place their sticky notes in the wall spaces that have been created. (3-5 
minutes)  
 
6. Options: 
a. Engage in a text-based protocol (e.g., Text-Based Seminar, Making Meaning  
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Adapted for Text) using the text that was just created on the wall.  
b. Engage in Affinity Mapping. If multiple wall areas exist, participants might 
only choose one of the wall areas.  
 
7. Debrief the process(es). (5 minutes) 
 
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning 
community and facilitated by a skilled facilitator. To learn more about professional learning 
communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School Reform Initiative website at 
www.schoolreforminitiative.org. 
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APPENDIX G 
 Affinity Mapping Protocol 
 
Developed by educators in field, adapted by Ross Peterson-Veatch, 2006.  
 
 
Description  
This activity works best when begun with an open-ended analytic question that asks for defining 
elements of something, or that has many answers and thereby provides many points of entry for 
deepening a conversation.  
 
Example: What is the purpose of discussion? Or, perhaps: What do you need to be able to 
contribute to discussions?  
 
Preparation  
Hang pieces of chart paper on a wall in the room so that small groups can gather around the 
paper.  
 
 Process  
1. Ask the question and request that participants write one idea in response per sticky note. 
Instruct them to work silently on their own.  
 
2. Split into groups (of 4-8). In silence, put all sticky notes on the chart paper.  
 
3. Reminding participants to remain silent, have them organize ideas by “natural” 
categories. Directions might sound like this:  
 
“Which ideas go together? As long as you do not talk, feel free to move any sticky note 
to any place. Move yours, and those of others, and feel free to do this. Do not be offended 
if someone moves yours to a place that you think it does not belong, just move it to where 
you think it does belong — but do this all in silence.”  
 
4. Once groups have settled on categories, have them place post-it notes on chart paper in 
neat columns. At this point, ask them to converse about the categories and come up with 
a name for each one. 
 
5. Have the groups pick a spokesperson to report their ideas to the larger group. Gather that 
data, and have an open discussion using questions such as the following to help 
participants make connections between each groups’ responses and categories:  
 
1. What themes emerged? Were there any surprises?  
 
2. What dimensions are missing from our “maps”? Again, any surprises?  
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3. How did this expand your knowledge or your notion of what the question at the 
beginning asked you to consider? 
 
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning 
community and facilitated by a skilled facilitator. To learn more about professional learning 
communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School Reform Initiative website at 
www.schoolreforminitiative.org. 
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APPENDIX H 
 
Compass Points: North, South, East, and West 
An Exercise in Understanding Preferences in Group Work  
 
Developed in the field by educators.  
Purpose  
Similar to the Myers-Briggs Personality Inventory, this exercise uses a set of preferences which 
relate not to individual but to group behaviors, helping us to understand how preferences affect 
our group work.  
Note: See the third page, Compass Points Explanations Expanded, for additional descriptions of 
the 4 preferences.  
 
Process  
1. The room is set up with 4 signs on each wall — North, South, East, and West.  
2. Participants are invited to go to the direction of their choice. No one is only one direction, 
but everyone can choose one as their predominant one.  
3. Each direction group answers the 5 questions (see next page) on a sheet of newsprint. 
When complete, they report back to the whole group.  
4. Processing can include:  
 Note the distribution among the directions: what might it mean?  
 What is the best combination for a group to have? Does it matter?  
 How can you avoid being driven crazy by another direction?  
 How might you use this exercise with others? Students? 
 
 North  
Acting — “Let’s do it”;  
likes to act, try things, 
plunge in 
 
 
West  
Paying attention to detail 
— likes to know the 
who, what, when, where 
and why before acting 
N 
 
W                                   E        
 
S 
East  
Speculating — likes to look 
at the big picture and the 
possibilities before acting 
 South  
Caring — likes to know 
that everyone’s feelings 
have been taken into 
consideration and that 
their voices have been 
heard before acting 
 
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a 
skilled facilitator. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School 
Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org. 
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North, South, East, West 
 
Decide which of the four “directions” most closely describes your personal style. Then, spend 15 
minutes answering the following questions as a group. 
 
 
1.  What are the strengths of your style? (4 adjectives) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What are the limitations of your style? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. What style do you find most difficult to work with and why? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. What do people from other “directions” or styles need to know about you so you can 
work together effectively? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. What do you value about the other three styles?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a 
skilled facilitator. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School 
Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org.  
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APPENDIX I 
 
Microlab Protocol 
 
Developed by Julian Weissglass for the National Coalition for Equity in Education based at the 
University of California, Santa Barbara; adapted in the field by educators.  
 
Purpose  
Microlabs addresses a specific sequence of questions in a structured format with small groups, 
using active listening skills. 
 
Time  
About 8 minutes per question — this works best with a series of no more than 3 questions.  
 
Group Format  
Form triads — either with the people you’re sitting near, or find others in the group you don’t 
know well. Number off within your triad: 1, 2, 3.  
 
Facilitation  
The facilitator should spend time developing a sequence of questions that are appropriate for the 
purpose or focus of the conversation. The questions should be ones that are important to the 
group, and that spiral in depth from first to last.  
 
The facilitator says, “I’ll direct what we will talk about. Each person will have 1 minute (or, 
sometimes, 2 minutes, depending on the group and the question) to talk about a question when 
it’s their turn. While the person is speaking, the other 2 in the group simply listen. When the time 
is up, the next person speaks, and so on. I’ll tell you when to switch.” Emphasize that talk has to 
stop when you call time, and conversely, that if the person is done speaking before time is up, the 
triad should sit in silence, using the time to reflect.  
 
It’s nice to have a chime to ring to indicate that time is up. 
 
After instructing the group, read the first question aloud (twice). Give everyone time to think or 
write in preparation. Then, tell people when to begin, and then tell them when each 1-2 minute 
segment is up. On the first question, begin with person #1, then #2, then #3. Then read the next 
question aloud. On the second question, begin with #2, then #3, then #1. On the third question, 
begin with #3, then #1, then #2.  
 
Debrief  
• What did you hear that was significant? What key ideas or insights were shared?  
• How did this go for you? What worked well, and what was difficult? Why?  
• How might your conversations have been different had we not used this protocol?  
 
Process  
• What are the advantages/disadvantages of using this activity? When would you use this 
protocol?  
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• What would you want to keep in mind as someone facilitating this activity? 
 
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a 
skilled facilitator. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School 
Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org.  
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APPENDIX J 
 
 Group Juggle  
Developed in the field by educators.  
 
Purpose  
To provide a playful opportunity to reflect on group dynamics and collaborative skills  
 
Materials  
A variety of soft objects to be used for juggling  
 
Rules  
1. Each person must throw to the same person and receive from the same person throughout the 
activity.  
2. A toss has a low and high point. A toss is different than a pass or a hand off.  
3. Objects that fall can be left alone or brought back into play.  
 
Process  
• Ask the group to form a circle.  
• As the facilitator, explain that you want to create a pattern of tossing the ball as a team by 
calling out a person’s name and then throwing the object to her/him.  
• After a person receives the ball, she/he thanks the thrower by name, then throws it to someone 
else in the group until everyone has thrown and received the ball only once.  
• Ask the group to remember the pattern and try the pattern again to make sure that they know to 
whom they throw and from whom they receive the ball.  
• After the object is passed through the group a second time, explain the notion of juggling 
multiple objects. Invite the group to try again and to see how many objects they can toss.  
• Let them know that when you count out loud, “1, 2, 3, STOP,” the group needs to stop and see 
how many objects they have in play.  
• After 2 or 3 rounds, ask the group to set their own goal of what they believe they can 
accomplish and then invite them to try again.  
 
Processing Questions  
• How would you describe your feelings related to the juggle from the beginning, middle, and 
end?  
• How would you describe the group’s effectiveness from the beginning, middle, and end?  
• What did it take for us to be successful as a group?  
• As we work to strengthen our learning community as a staff, what should we keep in mind?  
• What might we do differently with our students as a result of this experiment?  
• What problems were we trying to solve?  
• How did we solve the problems we faced?  
• Was there any fear of failure minimized by the activity and/or the group?  
• How did the establishment of a goal impact on our ability to work together and solve the 
problem?  
• What kinds of reflection, intervention, staff development/remediation, or redirection took place 
to improve your effectiveness?  
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• Are there connections between group success in this activity and your work? 
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a 
skilled facilitator. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School 
Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org.  
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APPENDIX K 
 
Microlab Questions 
Developed from a listserv conversation among facilitators, February 6-8, 2007. 
 
Suggestions for a series of questions for use with Microlabs:  
 
1. Why did you decide to become an educator and why do you stay?  
2. What are you currently working on in your practice as an educator? How are you trying to 
improve?  
3. What do you hope to gain from working with colleagues in this way?  
 
1. What were your relationships like as a young person with people of different cultures?  
2. What was helpful to you in forming relationships across racial lines?  
3. What assumptions, values, and practices of people and institutions of the dominant culture 
serve to disadvantage faculty members and students from the non-dominant culture? 
 
1. Given who you are, why are you involved with or starting a small high school?  
2. What will you offer or what are you offering each student in your small high school that is not 
a replication of the large traditional high school?  
3. Given who you are what does your leadership look like and sound like in order for each 
student and each adult to be successful in your small high school?  
 
1. Why did you decide to become a teacher (or an educator)? What drew you into this 
profession?  
2. Why do you stay? What keeps you coming back, year after year?  
3. What matters to you in your work? What is at the heart of what you do? What is the one thing 
you won’t compromise?  
4. What will you go to the wall for?  
 
1. If you could be a fly on the wall in someone else’s classroom, what would you want to 
observe?  
2. What’s one thing you wish people could see you or your students doing in your classroom?  
3. If you knew that a colleague would come into your classroom — and that his or her being 
there would make a difference for you and your students — whom would you ask in, what would 
they do while they were there, and what would you want the conversation to look like 
afterwards? 
 
Suggestions for other questions for use with Microlabs:  
• Describe a time when you were part of a learning community. What made it so? What were its 
characteristics?  
• What do you believe about the relationship between teacher collaboration and student 
achievement? What led you to these beliefs?  
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• How do these beliefs play out in your practice? What, if anything, would need to change for 
you to have a closer match between what you believe and what you do?  
• Who is the one teacher — inside or outside of your formal schooling — who stands out as 
having made a difference in your life? If you could write to him or her right now, what is the one 
thing you would like to tell him/her? OR 
 
• Think about your career as an educator. Describe one student from whom you learned 
something significant about your work as an educator. What did you learn? How did you learn 
it? • Why did you decide to work in education? What were your early aspirations?  
• In terms of your practice, what do you want your legacy to be?  
• What were your hopes and aspirations as you began your work as an educator?  
• When you tell friends and family members “what you do”— what do you say to them?  
• When you think about your work, what one aspect/element of it would you give up last? 
What’s at the heart of what you do?  
• In terms of your practice, what are your hopes for this year?  
• Come next June, what would you want your students to say about their learning this year under 
your stewardship?  
• If there were only one thing for you to learn this year — and you knew that one thing could 
make a difference for your students — what would it be?  
• As you think about the upcoming school year, what are you looking forward to? What excites 
you?  
• What‘s one thing of significance — related to your work or teaching — that you learned last 
year? How did you do that learning? What made the learning significant?  
• When you think about your practice, what one element of it won’t you give up? What’s at the 
heart of what you do? What do you stand for?  
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated 
by a skilled facilitator. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit 
the School Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org 
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APPENDIX L 
Examining Assessments Protocol 
 
Purpose  
To examine an assessment closely and discuss its implications  
 
1. Getting Started  
 The facilitator reminds the group of their norms and establishes time limits for each part 
of the process.  
 The designated person in the group gives a brief description of the assessment’s purpose 
and context, and answers a few clarifying questions, if necessary.  
 
2. Describing the Assessment  
 The facilitator asks: “What do you see?”  
 During this period the group gathers as much information as possible from the 
Assessment. Group members describe what they see, avoiding judgments about the 
quality of the assessment or interpretations about what the assessment asks students to do. 
If judgments or interpretations do arise, the facilitator should ask the person to describe 
the evidence on which they are based. It may  
 It may be useful to list the group’s observations on chart paper. If interpretations come 
up, they can be listed in another column for later discussion.  
 
3. Completing the Assessment  
• Group members complete (parts of) the assessment.  
 
4. Interpreting the Assessment  
• The facilitator asks: “From the students’ perspective, what are they working on as they 
complete this assessment?”  
• The facilitator then asks: “If this assessment was completed successfully by a student, what 
would it tell us about what this student knows, understands, and is able to do?”  
• During this period, the group tries to make sense of what the assessment asks students to do. 
The group should try to find as many different interpretations as possible. As you listen to 
each other’s interpretations, ask questions that help you better understand each other’s 
perspectives.  
 
5. Implications for Our Practice  
• The facilitator asks: “What are the implications of this work for teaching, learning and 
assessment?”  
• What teaching and learning issues have been raised for you in terms of your own practice? 
What issues have been raised in terms of school-wide practices?  
 
6. Reflecting on the Process  
• As a group, share what you have learned.  
• Reflect on how well the process worked — what went well, and what could be improved. 
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APPENDIX M 
 
Connections 
Developed by Gene Thompson-Grove. 
 
What is Connections?  
 
Connections is a way for people to build a bridge from where they are or have been (mentally, physically, 
etc.) to where they will be going and what they will be doing. It is a time for individuals to reflect — 
within the context of a group — upon a thought, a story, an insight, a question, or a feeling that they are 
carrying with them into the session, and then connect it to the work they are about to do. Most people 
engage in Connections at the beginning of a meeting, class, or gathering.  
 
There are a few things to emphasize about Connections for it to go well…  
 
• It is about connecting people’s thoughts to the work they are doing or are about to do.  
• Silence is OK, as is using the time to write, or to just sit and think. Assure people that they will spend a 
specific amount of time in Connections, whether or not anyone speaks out loud. Some groups — and 
people within groups — value the quiet, reflective time above all else.  
• If an issue the group clearly wants to respond to comes up in Connections, the group can decide to 
   make time for a discussion about the issue after Connections is over.  
 
The “rules” for Connections are quite simple  
 
• Speak if you want to.  
• Don’t speak if you don’t want to.  
• Speak only once until everyone who wants to has had a chance to speak.  
• Listen and note what people say, but do not respond. Connections is not the time to engage in a 
discussion.  
 
Facilitating the process is also straightforward. Begin by saying “Connections is open,” and let people 
know how long it will last. A few minutes before the time is up, let people know that there are a few 
minutes remaining, so that anyone who hasn’t yet spoken might speak. With a minute or so to go, let the 
group know that you will be drawing Connections to a close, and again ask if anyone who hasn’t spoken 
would like to speak. Before ending, ask if anyone who has spoken would like to speak again. Then end.  
 
Ten minutes is usually enough time for groups of 10 people or fewer, 15 minutes for groups of 11-20 
people and 20 minutes for any groups larger than 20 people. Connections generally shouldn’t last more 
than 20 minutes. People can’t sustain it. The one exception is when there is a group that has been together 
for a period of time doing intensive work, and it is the last or next to the last day of their gathering.  
Some people will say that Connections is misnamed, since people don’t connect to (or build on) what 
other people have said. However, the process is a connecting one; and powerful connections can still 
occur, even though they are not necessarily the result of back and forth conversation 
 
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a 
skilled facilitator. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School 
Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org. 
262 
 
 
 
 
APPENDIX N 
 
Tuning Protocol 
 
 Developed by Joseph McDonald, Coalition of Essential Schools; Revised by David Allen. 
 
Description  
The Tuning Protocol was originally developed as a means for the 5 high schools in the Coalition 
of Essential School’s Exhibitions Project to receive feedback and fine-tune their developing 
student assessment systems, including exhibitions, portfolios, and design projects. Recognizing 
the complexities involved in developing new forms of assessment, the project staff developed a 
facilitated process to support educators in sharing their students’ work (sometimes students 
brought their own work) and, with colleagues, reflect upon the lessons that are embedded there. 
This collaborative reflection helps educators design and refine their assessment systems, and 
supports higher quality student performance. Since its trial run in 1992, the Tuning Protocol has 
been widely used and adapted for looking at both student and adult work  in and among schools 
across the country.  
 
Note: If adult work (such as an adult developed document like a lesson plan, rubric, newsletter, 
etc.) is the focus and there are no student work samples, you may want to consider the Tuning 
Protocol:  
 
Examining Adult Work. 
 
Process  
 
1. Introduction (5 minutes)  
Facilitator briefly introduces protocol goals, guidelines, and schedule  
 
2. Presentation (10-15 minutes)  
The presenter has the opportunity to share both the context for her work and any supporting 
documents as warranted, while participants are silent.  
• Information about the students and/or the class — what the students tend to be like, where 
they are in school, where they are in the year.  
• Assignment or prompt that generated the student work  
• Student learning goals or standards that inform the work  
• Samples of student work — photocopies of work, video clips, etc. — with student names 
removed  
• Evaluation format — scoring rubric and or assessment criteria, etc.  
• Focusing question for feedback (ex: To what extent does the student work reflect the 
learning standards? Or, How might the rubric be in closer alignment to the skills and 
knowledge present in the student work?) is shared and posted for all to see. 
 
 3. Clarifying Questions (3-5 minutes)  
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• Participants have an opportunity to ask clarifying questions in order to get information that 
may have been omitted during the presentation and would help them to better understand 
the work.  
• Clarifying questions are matters of fact.  
     • The facilitator is responsible for making sure that clarifying questions are really clarifying    
         and not warm/cool feedback or suggestions. 
 
4. Examining the Work (10-15 minutes)  
Participants look closely at the work, making notes on where it seems to be “in tune” or 
aligned with the stated goals and, guided by the presenter’s focusing question and goals, 
where there might be a potential disconnect.  
Note: It’s possible that participants could have an additional clarifying question or 2 during 
this time. If so, the facilitator might offer an additional moment for these to be asked by 
participants and answered by the presenter.  
 
5. Pause to Silently Reflect on Warm and Cool Feedback (2-3 minutes)  
• Participants individually review their notes and decide what they would like to contribute to 
the feedback session.  
• Presenter is silent.  
    • Participants do this work silently. 
 
6. Warm and Cool Feedback (10-15 minutes)  
• Participants share feedback with each other while the presenter is silent and takes notes. The 
feedback generally begins with a few minutes of warm feedback, moves on to a few 
minutes of cool feedback (sometimes phrased in the form of reflective questions), and then 
moves back and forth between warm and cool feedback.  
• Warm feedback may include comments about how the work presented seems to align with 
the desired goals; cool feedback may include possible disconnects, gaps, or problems. 
Often participants offer ideas or suggestions for strengthening the work presented, so long 
as the suggestions are guided by the presenter’s goals and question.  
• It might be helpful for the facilitator to offer prompts for the feedback, such as:  
Warm feedback  
“It seems important …”  
“I appreciate…”  
“I want to make sure to keep…”  
Cool feedback  
“I wonder if …”  
“One way to more closely align the goal/purpose is …”  
       • The facilitator may need to remind participants of the presenter’s focusing 
 
7. Reflection (3-5 minutes)  
• Presenter rejoins the group and shares her/his new thinking about what she/he learned from 
the participants’ feedback.  
• This is not a time for the presenter to defend her/himself, but is instead a time for the 
presenter to reflect aloud on anything that seemed particularly interesting.  
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• Facilitator may need to remind participants that once the work has been returned to the 
presenter, there will be no more feedback offered.  
 
8. Debrief (3-5 minutes)  
Facilitator leads discussion about this tuning experience.  
Note: See Tuning Protocol Guidelines for information on effective participation in a Tuning. 
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a 
skilled facilitator. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School 
Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org. 
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APPENDIX O 
 
Protocol Families 
Original by Gene Thompson-Grove; revised by Frances Hensley, May 2011; revised by  
Thomas Van Soelen, November 2013.  
 
 
At their very core, protocols emanate from a particular place. Certain features and components of 
protocols may be found in protocols that look similar, but the very reason for the protocol 
existing may be different — its essence is unique.  
 
Looking at Work Protocols  
 
When giving a presenter feedback on student or adult work, four families of protocols emerge:  
Descriptive  
Some protocols exist in order to provide structure for participants to slow down and describe 
work, either their own or their students. These descriptive processes differentiate between the 
literal, the interpretive, and the evaluative. Often used with open-ended assignments.  
Examples:  
ATLAS  
ATLAS: Looking at Data  
Collaborative Assessment Conference  
Examining Assessments  
Art Shack  
 
Dilemma Management  
Asking well-crafted probing questions is a particularly critical part of dilemma management 
protocols. When “beautiful” questions are posed, they prompt the presenter to think more deeply 
or expansively about the question, but not necessarily give an answer. Thus, the presenter may 
leave with better thinking about how to manage the dilemma.  
Examples:  
Issaquah  
Consultancy  
Peeling the Onion  
 
Refining  
Gaining feedback from others often germinates from a need to check in on the quality of our 
work. Refining protocols allow presenters to listen in as others pore over work samples and offer 
feedback, focused with a question or a goal.  
Examples:  
Tuning  
Slice  
Ghost Walk  
Gap Analysis  
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Generative  
The final family of Looking at Work protocols provides opportunities for the presenter 
(individual or group) to listen and observe (and perhaps participate), while others generate ideas, 
understandings, questions, and possibilities for consideration.  
Examples:  
Chalk Talk  
Charrette  
Constructivist Protocol  
Fears and Hopes  
Realms of Concern and Influence  
Success Analysis  
Wagon Wheel Brainstorming  
The World Café 
 
Protocols Where Adult or Student Work is Not Central Shared Understanding  
Hearing the multiple points of view or ideas around a common question, experience, or other 
prompt such as text(s) is a first step to build shared understanding. These protocols provide 
processes to capture multiple points of view held by members of the group and then, through 
guided discussion, arrive at some degree of shared understanding of the issues, challenges, 
agreements, and opportunities facing the group.  
Examples:  
Block Party  
Coffee Talk  
Continuum Dialogue  
Making Meaning Adapted for Text  
Multiple Perspectives Adapted for Text  
Norm Construction  
ProMISE for texts about equity  
Questions and Assumptions  
Text Rendering  
Text-Based Seminar  
The 4 “A”s  
The Final Word 
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a 
skilled facilitator. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School 
Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
267 
 
 
 
APPENDIX P 
 
Pre-Conference Guide 
 Developed in the field by educators.  
 
The facilitator should meet with the presenter before the scheduled meeting in order to choose an 
appropriate protocol and make the necessary preparations for its success. When meeting with a 
presenter to prepare for the protocol, the facilitator’s role is to help the presenter develop a 
focusing question and prepare to present their work or dilemma. The facilitator and presenter 
should talk about how to balance the safety and risk for the presenter during the protocol. 
 
 
1. Get an understanding of the work the presenter wants to bring to the group. 
Possible questions: 
• What work do you want to share with the group? What is your question about this work? 
• Why did you choose this work/issue? 
• What intrigues, confuses, or concerns you? 
• What do you hope to learn from this experience? 
• How are you feeling about presenting this? What’s the best way for you to be challenged 
during the protocol? 
• What do you think is important for the group to know about this issue/work? 
• Are there artifacts (example(s) of student or adult work) that might be useful or important to 
your learning? 
 
2. Help the presenter create a focusing question that will help them get the response they’re 
looking for. Help ensure that the question is focused on the dilemma at hand and is within the 
locus of control of the presenter. 
 
3. Choose a protocol that you believe will best meet the needs of the presenter. Once you have a 
protocol in mind, walk through the protocol with the presenter to ensure that it will meet their 
needs and give them a sense of what to expect. It might be helpful to consider the kind of 
feedback you want to receive (e.g. probing questions, warm/cool feedback, problem-solving, 
or suggestions). 
 
4. If student or adult work is involved, decide which samples will be most useful in light of the  
     protocol and focusing question. 
 
5. Go over the date and time of the meeting and ask if there is anything else the presenter needs  
    to feel safe in presenting their work to the group. 
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a 
skilled facilitator. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School 
Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org.  
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APPENDIX Q 
 
Zones of Comfort, Risk & Danger                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
Developed in the field by educators.  
 
 
 Process  
1. Draw a diagram of concentric circles in the following manner:  
a. The middle circle is Comfort, the second is Risk, and the third is Danger.  
b. Consider the various aspects of your work. Think about the aspects that feel really 
comfortable to you, those that feel like there is some risk involved, but generally positive, 
and those aspects that you know get your hackles up, make you feel defensive, cloud your 
judgment, or make you want to retreat.  
c. Decide on the size of each Zone based on your consideration. Do you work a lot in your  
       Comfort Zone, your Risk Zone? Do you work only a little in your Danger Zone? Make the  
         size of the Zones reflect the quantity of time you work there.  
 
 
 2. Think about the tasks, people and places that make up your professional life.  
Write each of these into the Zone that best represents your sense of relative Comfort, Risk or 
Danger.  
 
3. Look at the tasks/people/places you put in the Danger Zone. Write a question for each of these  
     beginning with, “How do I...?” These dilemmas can later be explored in a consultancy                   
     protocol or journal writing.  
 
Observations on the Zones  
 
1. The Comfort Zone is usually a place where we feel at ease, with no tension, have a good      
grip on our environment, and know how to navigate occasional rough spots with ease. It is 
also a place to retreat to from the Danger Zone. For example, one of your Danger Zone 
aspects may   be when people start disagreeing with passion and even disrespect. You 
might find that whenthat happens you retreat into your Comfort aspect of listening and not 
intervening, or even find    a way to divert the conversation to a topic that is in your 
Comfort Zone. The Comfort Zone is  place to relax and renew yourself. 
 
 
2. The Risk Zone involves adapting to new circumstances, and it is the most fertile place for 
learning. It is where most people are willing to take some risks, to not know everything, or 
sometimes, to not know anything at all; where people clearly know they want to learn and 
will take the risks necessary to do so. It is where people open up to other people with 
curiosity and interest, and where they will consider options or ideas they haven’t thought 
of before. 
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3. Generally it is not a good idea to work from either your own Danger Zone or anyone 
else’s. That area is so full of defenses, fears, red-lights, desire for escape, etc., that it 
requires too much energy and time to accomplish anything from that zone. The best way 
to work when you find yourself there is to recognize that it is a Danger Zone and work on 
some strategies to move into the Risk Zone (either on your own or with colleagues). 
 
4. For example, if I feel my anger rising and my body getting rigid when someone says it’s 
time we really clamped down on standardized tests and taught to them right now before 
the kids failed any more and it is suggested that our CFG should work in that direction as 
our main focus, I recognize the signs of being in my Danger Zone and know I probably 
won’t be rational when I speak. Therefore I need a strategy. In this case, my strategy will 
be to ask calmly, “What are the advantages for the students if we do that? What are the 
advantages for teaching and learning? What are the disadvantages?” Then I have to listen 
and list. I can’t trust myself to do more than ask questions until I become more rational 
and this isn’t such a high level Danger Zone for me.  
 
How to Apply the Zones Productively:  
The Consultancy  
1. Review your Zone Map and select a dilemma represented there.  
2. Make some notes to give more detail to the dilemma. Notice what Zone the dilemma 
appears in, or if it is a complex dilemma and has aspects in several Zones.  
3. Break into triads and plan your order and time for 3 Consultancies.  
4. As you present your dilemma, use your Zone Map as a reference for the group. They may 
find fertile ground for probing questions or feedback in your Map, and can see how your 
dilemma relates to other aspects of your work.  
Establishing Norms  
When establishing norms, ask the group what behaviors and attitudes will best support them in 
staying within the risk/learning zone. 
 
 
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a 
skilled facilitator. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School 
Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org.  
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APPENDIX R 
 
Consultancy Protocol 
Developed by Faith Dunne, Paula Evans, and Gene Thompson-Grove as part of their work at the 
Coalition of Essential Schools and the Annenberg Institute for School Reform. 
 
 
Purpose The structure of the Consultancy helps presenters think more expansively about a 
particular, concrete dilemma. The Consultancy protocol has 2 main purposes – to develop 
participants’ capacity to see and describe the dilemmas that are the essential material of their 
work, and to help each other understand and deal with them. 
 
 
Framing Consultancy Dilemmas and Consultancy Questions  
A dilemma is a puzzle: an issue that raises questions, an idea that seems to have conceptual gaps, 
or something about process or product that you just can’t figure out. All dilemmas have some 
sort of identifiable tension in them. Sometimes the dilemma will include samples of student or 
adult work that illustrate it, but often the dilemma crosses over many parts of the educational 
process.  
 
1. Think About Your Dilemma Dilemmas deal with issues with which you are struggling or 
that you are unsure about. Some questions for helping you select a dilemma might include:  
• Is it something that is bothering you enough that your thoughts regularly return to it  
• Is it something that is not already on its way to being resolved?  
• Is it something that does not depend on getting other people to change - in other words, can 
you affect the dilemma by changing your practice?  
     • Is it something that is important to you, and is it something you are willing to work on? 
 
 
 2. Do Some Reflective Writing About Your Dilemma Some questions that might help are:  
• Why is this a dilemma for you? Why is this dilemma important to you?  
• What (or where) is the tension in your dilemma?  
• If you could take a snapshot of this dilemma, what would you/we see?  
• What have you done already to try to remedy or manage the dilemma?  
• What have been the results of those attempts?  
• Who needs to change? Who needs to take action to resolve this dilemma? If your answer is 
not you, you need to change your focus. You will want to present a dilemma that is about 
your practice, actions, behaviors, beliefs, and assumptions, and not someone else’s.  
• What do you assume to be true about this dilemma, and how have these assumptions 
influenced your thinking about the dilemma?  
     • What is your focus question? A focus question summarizes your dilemma and helps focus  
        the feedback. 
 
3. Frame a Focus Question for Your Consultancy Group  
• Try to pose a question around the dilemma that seems to you to get to the heart of the matter.  
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• Remember that the question you pose will guide the Consultancy group in their discussion 
of the dilemma. 
  
4. Critique Your Focus Question  
• Is this question important to my practice?  
• Is this question important to student learning?  
• Is this question important to others in my profession? 
  
Some Generic Examples of Dilemmas — with framing questions  
• My teaching team seems to love the idea of involving students in meaningful learning that 
connects students to real issues and an audience beyond school, but nothing seems to be 
happening in reality.  
Question: What can I do to capitalize on my team’s interest, so we can translate theory into 
practice?  
• No matter how hard I try to be inclusive and ask for everyone’s ideas, about half of the people 
don’t want to do anything new — they think things were just fine before.  
Question: How do I work with the people who don’t want to change without alienating them?  
• I am completely committed to the value of play for children’s learning in my early childhood 
classroom, but am often feel pressured to spend more and more time on academic work.  
 
Question: How do I incorporate play into my 1st grade classroom, while keeping the demands of 
the academic curriculum in mind?  
 
Preparing to Present using the Consultancy Protocol  
 
Come to the session with a description of a dilemma related to your practice. Write your 
dilemma with as much contextual description as you feel you need for understanding. One page 
is generally sufficient; even a half page is often enough. If you prefer not to write it out, you can 
make notes for yourself and do an oral presentation, but please do some preparation ahead of 
time.  
 
End your description with a specific question. Frame your question thoughtfully. What do you 
REALLY want to know? What is your real dilemma? Name the tension(s) in the framing 
question. This question will help your Consultancy group focus its feedback. Questions that can 
be answered with a “yes” or “no” generally provide less feedback for the person with the 
dilemma, so avoid those kinds of questions.  
 
Dilemmas deal with issues with which you are struggling — something that is problematic or has 
not been as effective as you would like it to be — anything related to your work. Consultancies 
give presenters an opportunity to tap the expertise in a group, and if past experiences offer any 
indication, you will be able to rely on the people in your Consultancy group to provide 
respectful, thoughtful, experienced-based responses to your dilemma.  
 
A couple of caveats — we have found that Consultancies don’t go well when people bring 
dilemmas that they are well on the way to figuring out themselves, or when they bring a dilemma 
that involves only getting other people to change. To get the most out of this experience, bring 
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something that is puzzling you about your practice. It is riskier to do, but we guarantee that you 
will learn more.  
Note: See Consultancy Protocol to process dilemmas. 
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a 
skilled facilitator. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School 
Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org.  
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APPENDIX S 
 
Pocket Guide to Good Probing Questions 
Developed by Gene Thompson-Grove (adapted from Thompson-Grove and Edorah Frazer) 
  
CLARIFYING QUESTIONS are simple questions of fact. They clarify the dilemma and 
provide the nuts and bolts so that participants can ask good probing questions and provide useful 
feedback later in the protocol. Clarifying questions are for the participants, and should not go 
beyond the boundaries of the presenter’s dilemma. They have brief, factual answers, and don’t 
provide any new “food for thought” for the presenter. The litmus test for a clarifying question is: 
Does the presenter have to think before she/he answers? If so, it’s almost certainly a probing 
question. 
 
 Some examples of clarifying questions:  
• How much time does the project take?  
• How were the students grouped?  
• What resources did the students have available for this project?  
 
PROBING (or POWERFUL, OPEN) QUESTIONS are intended to help the presenter think 
more deeply about the issue at hand. If a probing question doesn’t have that effect, it is either a 
clarifying question or a recommendation with an upward inflection at the end. If you find 
yourself asking “Don’t you think you should …?” or “What would happen if …?” you’ve gone 
beyond a probing question to giving advice. The presenter often doesn’t have a ready answer to a 
genuine probing question.  
A good probing question:  
• Allows for multiple responses  
• Avoids yes/no responses  
• Empowers the person being asked the question to solve the problem or manage the dilemma 
(rather than deferring to someone with greater or different expertise)  
• Stimulates reflective thinking by moving thinking from reaction to reflection  
• Encourages perspective taking  
• Challenges assumptions  
• Channels inquiry  
• Promises insight  
• Touches a deeper meaning  
• Creates a paradigm shift  
• Evokes more questions 
 
Since effective probing questions can be difficult to frame, we offer the following 
suggestions:  
• Check to see if you have a “right” answer in mind. If so, delete the judgment from the question, 
or don’t ask it.  
• Refer to the presenter’s original question/focus point. What did she/he ask for your help with? 
Check your probing questions for relevance.  
• Check to see if you are asserting your own agenda. If so, return to the presenter’s agenda.  
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• Sometimes a simple “why…?” asked as an advocate for the presenter’s success can be very 
effective, as can several why questions asked in a row.  
• Try using verbs: What do you fear? Want? Get? Assume? Expect?  
• Think about the concentric circles of comfort, risk, and danger. Use these as a barometer. Don’t 
avoid risk, but don’t push the presenter into the “danger zone.”  
• Think of probing questions as being on a continuum, from “recommendation” to “most 
effective probing question” as a way to distinguish between suggestions, advice giving, and 
probing questions. Consider these questions from a Consultancy, during which a teacher 
presented a dilemma about increasing students’ commitment to quality work:  
— Could you have the students use a rubric to assess their work? (recommendation re-   
stated as a question)  
— What would happen if students assessed the quality of their work themselves? 
(recommendation re-stated as a question)  
— Why should students be invested in doing quality work? (probing question)  
        — What would have to change for students to work more for themselves and less for you? 
               (more effective probing question)  
 
Possible probing question stems:  
• Why do you think this is the case?  
• What would have to change in order for…?  
• What do you feel is right?  
• What’s another way you might…?  
• How is…different from…?  
• What sort of an impact do you think…?  
• When have you done/experienced something like this before? What does this remind you of?  
• How did you decide/determine/conclude…?  
• What is your hunch about…?  
• What was your intention when…?  
• What do you assume to be true about…?  
• What is the connection between…and…?  
• What if the opposite were true? Then what?  
• How might your assumptions about…have influenced how you are thinking about…?  
• What surprises you about…? Why are you surprised?  
• What is the best thing that could happen?  
• What are you most afraid will happen?  
• What do you need to ask to better understand?  
• How do you feel when…?  
•What might this tell you about…?
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APPENDIX T 
 
The Issaquah Protocol 
 Developed by Nancy Mohr, Deborah Bambino, and Daniel Baron. 
 
 Purpose  
To use a process which models the developmentally appropriate order for questioning in 
coaching/ consulting situations. It can be especially useful for coaches who can look at their own 
work, and, at the same time, model and reinforce the steps they would use in the field. The 
progression of types of questions/responses follows the “ideal” progression a good coach uses:  
 
• Factual questions  
• What I hear you say  
• What I think it means  
• Am I getting it right?  
• Probing questions I now have  
• Ideas this brings to mind  
• What do you think?  
 
Time  
Approximately 60 minutes 
 
Group Format  
Can be used with 10-50 group members. If 10 to 15, use a regular large group format with 
rounds for each step (people can pass, knowing that you will come back to them at the end of the 
round). If 15-50, use small groups which first talk with each other and then respond as a group to 
each part of the protocol. Some people like a minute or so between steps to collect their thoughts 
and make notes before each new round begins.  
Facilitator Tips: It is important to reinforce and reflect on the different kinds of questions and 
statements used and how that relates to work as a coach.  
 
Process  
 
1. Presentation Someone presents a dilemma or problem they are working on. It must be an 
authentic dilemma and not be one for which the answer is already known. The presenter must 
be open about the issue. If the presenter can frame the dilemma as a question, the feedback 
will likely be more focused. (5-7 minutes)  
 
2. Group Asks Clarifying Questions Truly informational, meant to more fully understand what 
is going on; clarify any places of confusion. (3 minutes)  
Note: These are the first kinds of questions we should ask in our work — showing our interestin 
our learning more about what is going on and not leaping to judgment. 
 
Rounds begin  
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3. Active Listening by the Group (What?) These are statements which restate what has been 
said already: “I heard [the presenter’s name] say…” or “What I’m hearing is…” (Go-round — 
5-7 minutes)  
Note: The purpose of active listening is not only to understand better what you are saying but 
to help the person hear what it sounds like and give them a chance to confirm if it is what they 
mean to be saying.  
 
4. Interpretive Listening by the Group (So What?) “What this means to me is…” (Go-round 
5-7 minutes)  
Note: The purpose of interpretive listening is to get at what meaning you are making from 
what you are hearing in order to help the presenter think/re-think about what they are 
conveying.  
 
5. Presenter Check-In Quickly, are we hearing you correctly? If not, what would you 
change/add? (2 minutes)  
Note: It is easy to think we know what we’ve heard and then find out we’re wrong. It’s always 
good to check back.  
 
6. Probing Questions by the Group We now go deeper into what is going on and ask questions 
that help the presenter identify the tensions, paradoxes, and assumptions in the problem or 
issue, without asking or implying that there should be some reconciliation. Participants write 
questions on a card or post-it note, then read their questions aloud, one at a time, as the 
presenter listens. They then give the presenter their questions and the presenter chooses the 
question that is the “most probing” and responds to it. (10 minutes) Note: It is important to not 
get to probing questions until we have done the previous steps—the ones which build up our 
“right” to go further, since we now have a little understanding about what we are hearing.  
 
7. Presenter Response Which probing question was the one that made you think the hardest? 
Why? (2 minutes)  
 
8. Suggestions by the Group (Now What?) Finally, and only at this stage, can we share ideas to 
try: “What if she…?” “One thing I might consider/ try/do…” (Go-round — 10 minutes)  
Note: Suggestions are only made when it is clear that they are welcome and that we have 
established a level of shared understanding about what is going on. It is a good idea to limit 
suggestions — too much is too much. As with the other rounds, the presenter is silent and 
takes notes.  
 
9. Presenter Reflects Back The presenter shares what she/he is now thinking of doing, concrete 
steps that can be taken — if only first steps — and ways to bring it back to the group for further 
work together. (5-7 minutes)  
 
10. Debrief Starting with presenter, then all participants: (5-7 minutes)  
• What was it like to go through these steps? What kind of feedback did you get?  
      • What was it like to use this process? How useful was it? 
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APPENDIX U 
 
Peeling the Onion 
Defining a Dilemma Protocol 
Developed in the field by educators. 
 
 
Purpose  
To provide a structured way to develop an appreciation for the complexity of a dilemma in order 
to avoid the inclination to start out by “solving” the problem before it has been fully defined.  
 
Time Approximately 40 minutes. The times for each step can be adjusted to fit the available 
amount of time and the number of people in the group.  
 
Facilitation Tips  
Most of us are eager to solve dilemmas before we truly understand their depth. This protocol is 
designed to help us peel away the layers in order to address the deeper issues that lie underneath 
the surface. If the dilemma were easy to solve, it would not still be a concern to the presenter. 
The facilitator should keep to the steps and gently remind people when they are giving advice too 
early.  
 
 Process  
1. The keeper of the dilemma describes the problem/dilemma and asks a question to help 
focus the group’s responses. (5 minutes)  
2. 2. Clarifying questions from group members to the presenter — these must be purely 
informational (3 minutes)  
3. 3. A series of rounds begins in which each participant speaks to the same prompt. During 
the rounds the presenter remains silent and takes notes. Facilitator may choose to repeat a 
round if new responses seem to be emerging. 
 
 Prompts (in order)  
• “What I heard [the presenters} say is …”  
• “One assumption that seems to be part of the dilemma is…,” or, “One thing I assume to be 
true about this problem is … “  
• “A question this raises for me is…“  
• “Further questions this raises for me are…” (If needed)  
• “What if…?” Or, “Have we thought about…?” Or, “I wonder…?”  
 
4. Presenter reviews her/his notes and reflects aloud on what she/he is learning. (The group 
members are silent and take notes.)  
 
5. Now What? Together, the presenter and participants talk about the possibilities and options 
that have surfaced.  
 
278 
 
 
 
6. Debrief the process. How was this like peeling an onion? What about the process was useful? 
Frustrating? Interesting? 
 
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a 
skilled facilitator. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School 
Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org.  
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APPENDIX V 
 
FINAL WORD TEXT PROTOCOL 
 Adapted by Jennifer Fischer-Mueller and Gene Thompson-Grove. 
 
Purpose  
The purpose of this protocol is to give each person in the group an opportunity to have their 
ideas, understandings, and perspective enhanced by hearing from others. With this protocol, the 
group can explore an article, clarify their thinking, and have their assumptions and beliefs 
questioned in order to gain a deeper understanding of the issue. 
 
Time  
For each round, allow about 8 minutes (circles of 5 participants: presenter 3 minutes, response 1 
minute each for 4 people, final word for presenter 1 minute). Total time is about 40 minutes for a 
group of 5 (32 minutes for a group of 4, 48 minutes for a group of 6).  
 
Roles  
Facilitator/time-keeper (who also participates); participants  
 
Facilitation  
• Have participants identify one most significant idea from the text (underlined or highlighted 
ahead of time)  
• Stick to the time limits  
• Avoid dialogue  
• Have equal sized circles so all small groups finish at approximately the same time 
 
 Process  
1. Sit in a circle and identify a facilitator/time-keeper.  
2. Each person needs to have one most significant idea from the text underlined or highlighted in 
the article. It is often helpful to identify a back-up quote as well.  
3. The first person begins by reading what struck him or her the most from the article. Have this 
person refer to where the quote is in the text - one thought or quote only. Then, in less than 3 
minutes, this person describes why that quote struck her/him. For example, why does she/he 
agree/disagree with the quote? What questions does she/he have about that quote? What issues 
does it raise for her/him? What does she/he now wonder about in relation to that quote?  
4. Continuing around the circle, each person briefly responds to that quote and what the presenter 
said, in less than a minute. The purpose of the response is:  
• To expand on the presenter’s thinking about the quote and the issues raised for him or her by 
the quote  
• To provide a different look at the quote  
• To clarify the presenter’s thinking about the quote  
     • To question the presenter’s assumptions about the quote and the issues raised (although at  
        this time there is no response from the presenter) 
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a 
skilled facilitator. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School 
Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org. 
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APPENDIX W 
 
DAY 4 Text Protocol 
 
Document 1 
Critical Friends Groups 
Purpose and Work 
 
The purpose of a CFG is to provide professional development that translates into improved 
student learning. This adult learning is accomplished through formal, ongoing interactions of 
small groups of staff that participate voluntarily. A trained CFG coach, who is often a member of 
the faculty, leads the CFG.  These groups, if engaging and effective, increase student learning, 
contribute to the participants’ professional growth, and strengthen the school and district’s 
capacity to function as learning communities.  
 
Under the guidance of their coach, who also participates as a CFG member, Critical Friends 
Group members work together to: 
 
Develop shared norms and values 
Focus on Students Learning 
Make Their Practice Public 
Engage in Reflective Dialogue and Collaborative Work 
Inquire into, analyze and reflect upon student work 
 
CFG members use their own insights and experiences, subject area and pedagogical knowledge 
from other sources and the following strategies and tools to aquire the knowledge, skills and 
perspectives they need to address the questions they have about their practice: 
 
Dealing with issues and dilemmas related to student learning 
Looking closely at and learning from student work/student learning data 
Peer observations and debriefing 
Learning from print and other texts 
Looking at and reflecting upon teacher/educator work 
 
Document 2 
From a Brochure: 
 
“…a CFG is a type of learning community developed in 1995.  CFGs generally consist of 6 – 10 
teachers and administrators who commit themselves to learning together.  The hold each other 
accountable for continuously adapting their practice to meet the needs of all learners, share 
resources and ideas and support each other in implementing new practices. Critical Friendship 
refers to the relationship among colleagues characterized by mutual trust and freedom from 
judgment, which allows them to freely discuss each other’s work with the intention of improving 
student learning. 
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Whether they call themselves critical friends, facilitative leaders, or simply members of a 
professional learning community, the commitments the hold are the same: 
 
To be reflective 
To make their practice public to one another 
To frame meaningful questions and ask for substantive feedback from their colleagues 
To hold each other accountable for meeting the needs of students who struggle most 
To ask the kinds of questions that provoke and challenge their assumptions and habits 
To believe that together they are more capable of knowing what they need to know and learning 
what they need to learn than they are alone.  
 
The creation of learning communities is complex work, requiring a commitment by 
administrators, teachers and coaches. It also requires high-quality preparation and sustained 
support. The School Reform Initiative Initial Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute teaches 
new coaches the skills and habits that enable them to: 
 
Ask questions that challenge assumptions 
Examine student work as a way to improve practice 
Create collaborative cultures in their schools 
Create and Sustain effective professional learning communities 
 
Document 3 
-Exerpt from G. Thompson Grove, Annual Winter Meeting, Keynote Speech, January 2005 
 
…there are a few big ideas that guide the development of CFGs, no matter what the context – 
CFGs keep students and their learning at the center, they make time for reflective dialogue, they 
value collaboration and inquiry, they pay attention to the norms and values that drive the work - 
and the decisions about practice - their members make, and they assume that everyone in the 
group will make their practice public. 
 
…So, a group of people reading together can be useful work, but that’s a book group, not a CFG.  
People coming together to do  research best literacy practices is important work, but that’s a 
study group, not a CFG.  People learning to look at student work on a professional development 
day can produce new insights and new learning, but that’s a workshop, not a CFG.  Faculty 
participating in teambuilding and conflict resolution activities might be vital to the health of a 
school, but that’s not a CFG.  People being told by the district to bring curriculum units to a 
district-wide meeting to be tuned might produce better alignment of the curriculum to the 
standards, but it is not a CFG. 
 
…CFGs ask something more of us.  In CFGs, we use the protocols to create and sustain 
professional learning communities.  We use them consistently to examine students’ work in 
order to improve own practice, because we know that builds trust faster, and more meaningfully, 
than icebreakers and team builders.  In CFGs, there are no spectators or drop-ins to the work; we 
all do the work we expect others to do – no matter what our position.  If you come to the table, 
you are committing to making your practice public, to opening yourself to feedback.  We don’t 
do our work in shortened time blocks, because we know that deep thinking, reflective dialogue, 
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and collaboration take time.  And we don’t do our learning in large groups, choosing instead to 
organize ourselves into smaller, consistent groups of ten or so people.  We work together, over 
time, so we can move with patient urgency into the risk zone, our most fertile place for learning 
— the place where we can open up to others with curiosity and interest, where we can consider 
options or ideas we hadn't thought of before, where we can have the courage to identify and 
explicitly work on the questions that matter most to our students — the questions or aspects of 
our practice that perhaps make us the most uncomfortable. 
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APPENDIX X 
 
THE PASEO PROTOCOL 
Result of collaborative work by Debbi Laidley of the UCLA School Management Program, with 
Debbie Bambino, Debbie McIntyre, Stevi Quate, and Juli Quinn.  
Created at the Winter Meeting, 2001. 
 
 Purpose  
When a group would like to examine issues of identity, diversity, beliefs, and values, and would 
like to begin making connections between who they are and how that shapes their decisions and  
 behaviors, the Paseo can be a tool for initiating the dialogue. It is essentially a 2-step process,  
which begins with individual reflection and then moves into personal storytelling. This is a 
flexible process, in that the theme of the questions and prompts can be tailored to meet the 
objectives of the group.  
 
 Note: We have been told that The Paseo is a process that has been used in Mexico and the 
Southwest United States as a way of getting acquainted quickly. Traditionally, males and females 
of the community would line up in concentric circles, facing one another, and would make “un 
paseo,” or pass by one another, holding eye contact and having brief opportunities to make 
connections.  
 
Process  
1. Each participant makes/draws a web of circles, roughly resembling the diagram of a molecule. 
(The facilitator may chart one as a model, with each participant creating his own on a journal 
page or note pad.)  
 
 
 2. Within this diagram, each group member should write his or her name in the center circle. 
Each additional circle should contain a word or phrase that captures some element of her/his 
identity — those terms or descriptors that have most helped shape who the person is and how 
she/he interacts in the world. Some groups will move right into this; others will prefer to have the 
facilitator model what is intended. For example, one circle might contain the word “woman,” 
another the word “black,” another the phrase “grew up in Deep South,” and so on. As an 
additional step, participants may be asked to include words or phrases that other people use to 
identify them. This may be done in a different color, or in pencil rather than in ink. 
  
3. The entire group now moves to stand in a large open area, forming 2 concentric circles, in 
preparation for the dialogue portion of this process. Some group members will prefer to take 
their notepads with them. An even number of people is necessary, since the dialogue takes place 
in pairs. The outer circle faces inward while the inner circle faces outward.  
The facilitator will now begin to ask the group to think about and respond to a series of 
questions. Important instructions to provide before the questioning starts are:  
• Once the question has been stated, everyone will be allowed 1 minute to think about her/his 
own response to the question. This is intended to ensure that each person is fully listening 
to her/his partner during the dialogue process, without being distracted by a desire to plan a 
response when her/his turn to speak begins.  
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• At the end of the 1-minute thinking time, the facilitator will announce the beginning of the 
round of dialogue. Each person will take turns responding, without interruption, to the 
question or prompt, with 2 minutes allotted for each. If the speaker does not take 2 minutes, 
the full time should be allowed, being comfortable with the silence. The facilitator will call 
time at the 2-minute point, when the pairs should make sure the second partner gets a 
chance to speak for a full 2 minutes, without interruption.  
• At the end of the second partner’s time, the facilitator will ask the group members to thank 
their current partner, and say goodbye. Either the inner or the outer circle will be asked to 
shift to the left or right. (Groups may want to shift 1-3 persons to the right or left, to mix 
the partners more quickly). Participants should take a moment to greet their new partners.  
• The next round of dialogue will begin, with a new question, and with the 1 minute 
thinking time. The process continues through each round of questions or prompts.  
 
4. Debrief the process. It is important not to shortchange this step. One way to begin the debrief 
is to ask the group to take a few minutes to do a quick-write on what they saw, heard, and felt 
during this process. After the quick-write, do a round robin sharing (30 seconds or less) of 
what each participant observed. They should provide “just the facts” without inference, 
interpretation, or judgment. Proceed from there to a more open debrief discussion. Possibly 
close the debrief with reflection time on one of the following prompts:  
• What will you do differently as a result of engaging in this dialogue?  
• How will you process the emotions that surfaced for you as a result of this dialogue?  
     • How might you adapt and use this activity? 
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a 
skilled facilitator. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School 
Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org. 
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APPENDIX Y 
 
COFFEE TALK PROTOCOL  
Initially developed by Frances Hensley (2009); 
refined by Susan Taylor and Connie Parrish (2009-2013)  
 
 
The purpose of Coffee Talk is to provide a lightly facilitated way for participants to enlarge their 
thinking by: reading several related articles; writing reflectively about their responses; and 
talking with others. It works well with large groups and is particularly well suited for use with 
readings that come out of an equity or social justice perspective.  
Time: Approximately 50-75 minutes  
Materials: 5-6 short readings (1-5 pages), organized loosely around a topic or theme that is 
thought-provoking and current. Like Block Party, this protocol can be used with a variety of 
texts, poems, articles or whole books.  
 
 Steps  
1. Facilitators present brief text introductions of 5-6 short readings. (5-7 minutes)  
2. Participants read and make notes about the selected texts – facilitators provide 25-40 
minutes of reading time, even though there is more reading than can be done in the time 
allotted. Participants must choose among texts (reading one or two deeply; reading 
“in”/skimming all 5-6; etc. The goal here is about enlarging perspectives through reading and 
conversation and not about covering material. (25- 40 minutes)  
3. Participants gather back together as a whole group for individual written reflection – 
participants write about their reading & thinking, responding to any or all of the prompts 
below or simply free-writing about the readings and their responses to them: (5-10 minutes)  
a. What was comforting/comfortable?  
b. What did you find challenging or confusing?  
c. What are you wondering about/what questions do you have?  
d. What to you most want to remember?  
 
 4. Participants share their thinking/have some talk in groups of 3-4. Participants leave their 
seats with readings and written reflections in hand. They gather/stand together as they mingle 
and make sense of the readings. After 5-7 minutes, participants might be invited to change 
groups, or change topics, or change speakers, and then continue for another 5-7 mins. There 
might be a third round of changing partners, etc. before debriefing as time/interest allow. (15-
25 mins) 
 
 5. Debrief protocol in whole group. What worked well? What challenged us? What might we 
do differently next time? How might we apply this to our own work? (3-5 minutes)  
 
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a 
skilled facilitator. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School 
Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org 
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APPENDIX Z 
 
LEARNING FROM PLAY: HOG CALL 
Developed in the field by educators. 
 
 
Task  To find your partner while you are blindfolded.  
 
Materials Blindfolds for each participant  
 
Facilitation  
1. Ask participants to find a partner.  
2. Ask each pair to share a matching set of words or sounds: e.g., shoe—foot; peanut—butter, 
night—day etc.  
3. Each person should choose one of the words or sounds as theirs. The pair needs to agree on 
which word or sound each one will make.  
4. Let them know that they are going to go to two ends of the area.  
5. Each person will be blindfolded. Each person is to have one hand in front of him/her for 
protection.  
6. Once you have arranged participants in two lines at least 60 feet away from each other, ask 
participants to put on their blindfolds.  
7. Be sure to stress the importance of safety and moving carefully across the area. (Use other 
people to help with spotting if you are uncertain about the group with whom you are working.) 
 8. Explain that pairs can take off their blind folds once they find each other and then move to the 
side to watch the fun.  
 
Facilitation Primary responsibility is safety of the group. Watch for quick moving individuals 
who show little awareness of their own safety or the safety of others. Give individuals one 
warning about being safe and describe specifically how their behavior needs to change. Let 
individuals know that if they continue to be unsafe that they will need to leave the playing area. 
If they continue to act in an unsafe way, ask them to take off their blindfold and go to the 
sideline. Notify the partner that their partner is on the sideline. 
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a skilled 
facilitator. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School Reform Initiative 
website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org 
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APPENDIX AA 
 
PROFILES OF A STUDENT ACTIVITY 
Developed by Gene Thompson-Grove.  
Revised by Connie Zimmerman Parrish and Susan Westcott Taylor, 2012. 
 
 
Purpose  
A reflective exercise during which educators reflect on their own experience as students — and 
how that experience has influenced their practice. Participants also build community through 
storytelling, share teaching strategies, and reveal disparities between the current teaching 
population and the current student population.  
 
 
 Process  
1. Read the student profiles and identify the one that most accurately describes who you were as 
a student in high school. If several fit (this will be true for many of you), choose the one that 
affected you the most, or the one that now seems most significant as you look back at your 
high school experience. (5 minutes)  
2. Without using the number of the student profile, ask your colleagues questions and find the 
people who chose the same profile you did. (5 minutes)  
3. When in a group, gather the number and description of your profile and move to a place where 
you can talk with one another.  
4. Choose a facilitator.  
5. Introduce yourselves. Then, talk about your school experiences together. What was it like to 
be this kind of student? Each person in the group should have an opportunity to talk, 
uninterrupted, for 2 minutes. (About 10 minutes)  
6. Talk as a group about what people need to know about students like you if they want you to 
learn at high levels and do meaningful work. How does your student profile influence your 
teaching practice? What do you students need to know about you?  
7. Whole group debrief. What struck you as you listened to others in your group? Who is not  
     represented in our groups? What are the implications for our work as educators?  
 
 How might we use this experience with students? What might be gained by doing so?   
 
Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a skilled 
facilitator. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School Reform Initiative 
website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org 
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APPENDIX AB 
 
Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute 
Questionnaire 2: Day 4 CFG Institute 
 
Pseudo - Name of Research Participant: ___________________________________  
Today’s Date: ______ /______ /______ 
 
1) You have just completed the first four days of an educator professional development 
program entitled a Critical Friends Groups Coaches’ Institute. Please describe here what 
you know about this training now and what, if anything, you gained from this training: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2) What is your understanding now of a Professional Learning Community (PLC)? 
 
 
 
 
3) Now, how would you describe the key characteristics of a Professional Learning 
Community (PLC)? 
 
 
 
4) Given perhaps a new understanding of a Professional Learning Community (PLC), are 
you a member of a PLC in your school?  
Yes or No 
 
 
5) Are you a member of a collaborative team of teachers in your school?  
Yes or No 
a. If yes, please describe the make-up of this team? 
 
 
 
6) Is there a difference between a Professional Learning Community (PLC) and a 
collaborative team?  
Yes or No 
a. If you answered yes to #6, please describe what the major differences are between 
a PLC (or CFG) and a collaborative team? 
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7) Are there differences between the team that you work on in your school building and the 
team you have been working with during your CFG Coaches’ Institute? If yes, please 
describe: 
 
 
 
 
8) Do you have time to meet and talk with other teachers/administrators in your school 
setting about your work as an educator?  
 
Yes or No 
 
a. If yes, please briefly describe how this time is structured? 
 
 
b. If yes, please describe your attitude toward this time to meet and talk? Has this 
changed in any way because of the CFG Coaches’ Institute? If so, how? 
 
 
 
c. Do you have different aspirations for this time to meet and talk now that you have 
participated in the CFG Coaches’ Institute? If yes, please describe: 
 
9) Now that you have participated in the CFG Coaches’ Institute, can you again define 
“norms” and then describe if and how norms have been utilized during the training?  
 
 
a. What norms were developed among the learning community during the training? 
(please list) 
 
 
 
b. If your collaborative team back at your school had/has norms, could you compare 
those norms to the norms that were developed during the CFG Coaches’ Institute? 
 
 
 
c. Has your knowledge or attitude about norms changed since the CFG Coaches’ 
Institute? If yes, how? Why? 
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10) Now that you have participated in the CFG Coaches’ Institute, will you define a 
“protocol” and then describe how protocols were utilized during the CFG Coaches’ 
Institute? 
 
 
 
a. During the CFG training, which protocols were utilized? Please list/describe some 
here: 
 
 
 
b. During the CFG training, you learned about protocols. Please briefly describe 
your experience serving as a: 
 
i. Facilitator - 
 
 
ii. Presenter - 
 
 
 
iii. Participant - 
 
 
c. Has your attitude, knowledge, skills, behaviors or aspirations changed regarding 
protocols? If yes, please describe: 
 
 
 
11) Now that you have participated in the CFG Coaches’ Institute, please define a “debrief” 
and then describe how debriefs were utilized during the training?  
 
 
 
 
 
12) Now that you have participated in the CFG Coaches’ Institute, please describe what role 
the “examination of student work” played during the training? 
 
 
 
13) Now that you have participated in the CFG Coaches’ Institute, please describe what role 
“reflections” played during the training? 
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14) Now that you have participated in the CFG Coaches’ Institute, please describe what role 
“assumptions” played during the training? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
15) Now that you have participated in the CFG Coaches’ Institute, please describe what role 
“peer observations” played during the training? 
 
 
 
16) Please use the space provided to share with the researcher any additional thoughts you 
may have related to your participation in the Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute 
and what you may have learned related to Professional Learning Communities (PLCs), 
Critical Friends Groups (CFGs), collaborative teams, collaboration, facilitation, etc… 
 
 
 
APPENDIX AC 
 
Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute 
Participant Interview Protocol 1 
 
Participant Interview Protocol – 1st or 2nd Day 
Estimated Time 30 – 45 minutes 
 
Pseudo-Name of Interview Participant __________________________________________ 
 
Interview Guide: 
 
You have been asked to participate in this research study of the Critical Friends Groups Coaches’ 
Institute because you are an educator and you are a participant in the CFG Institute. I am very 
interested in your experiences as an educator as well as how you will experience this 
professional development program and interpret these experiences. 
 
Warm-up:    
So, tell me a little about yourself and your experiences as an educator? 
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  and/or    
How long have you been an educator? What keeps you coming back? 
 
Topics to Explore during 1
st
 interview: 
 
1) Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) 
a. What knowledge do you have about the teacher development program, PLCs? 
b. Have you had any experiences with being a member of a PLC? 
i. Positive Experiences? 
ii. Negative Experiences? 
c. What are the key characteristics of a PLC? (Listen for: Trust, Shared Norms, 
Constructive Feedback, Reflective Dialogue, Examination of Student or Adult 
Work, Reflection, Protocols, De-privatization of Practice, Reflective 
Practitioners, Inquiry…) 
d. Do you meet in a PLC in your current role? What is that experience like? 
e. What behaviors do you exhibit in your PLC?  
f. What behaviors do the other members of your PLC exhibit? 
2) Experiences with Collaboration and Collaborative Teams  
a. Do you work in a collaborative team in your school? 
b. Do you think there is a difference between a PLC and Collaborative Team? 
c. Have you had experiences working in a collaborative team? 
i. Positive Experiences? 
ii. Negative Experiences? 
d. Overall, how would you describe your attitude toward collaboration? 
e. What structures are in place at your school to support collaboration? 
f. How often do you meet? 
g. What are the typical topics for your collaboration team meetings? 
h. What skills do you have to use during the collaboration meetings? 
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i. Would you have any recent team agendas or artifacts you could share with 
me? 
3) Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute (CFGs) 
a. How did you hear about this Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute? 
b. Do you have any goals or aspirations for what you want to attain during this 
training? 
c. Do you think it is important to learn how to collaborate? 
d. What are the skills that you think are necessary in order to successfully 
collaborate? 
e. What are some of the obstacles that you have faced when working as part of a 
team? 
f. Is effective collaboration important for improved student learning? 
g. Is there a skill to giving and receiving constructive feedback? How have you 
learned that skill? 
h. Have you ever experienced negative feedback from one of your collaborative 
team members? 
i. How often do you and your collaborative team members examine student 
work together? Is that important work? 
j. How often do you and your collaborative team members visit each other’s 
classroom and provide each other with feedback related to teaching practices? 
Is that even important? 
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APPENDIX AD 
 
Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute 
Participant Interview Protocol 2 
 
Participant Interview Protocol –  
 
Interview each participant again between the end of day 2 and the beginning of day 5 
Estimated Time 30-45 minutes 
 
Pseudo-Name of Interview Participant __________________________________________ 
 
Interview Guide: 
 
You have been participating in the Critical Friends Groups Coaches’ Institute for several 
sessions now. I am curious about your experiences as a participant in the training as well as how 
you are interpreting your experiences? Last time we spoke, we were talking about the 
characteristics of PLCs, collaborative teams and CFGs.  
 
1) I am curious whether you have had any significant a-ha moments during your training 
so far: 
a. If so, what were those? 
b. Why was that experience so significant? 
OR 
2) Have you enjoyed the training so far? 
a. If yes, why?  
b. If not, why? 
OR 
3) What moment sticks out for you so far as a pivotal moment of the training? 
 
 
4) Have you had any changes in your knowledge related to PLCs, CFGs or 
collaboration? 
a. If so, what?  
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5) Have you had any changes to your attitude related to PLCs, CFGs or collaboration? 
Changes in your attitude toward teaching? 
a. If so, what has changed? What was the specific experience that led to that 
change? 
 
6) Have you attained any new skills related to collaboration or your work within a PLC 
or CFG?  
a. If so, what skills have you attained?  
 
7) Have you engaged in any new or different behaviors (here or back at school) as a 
result of your CFG training? 
a. If so, what inspired you to make the change in your behavior? Why? 
 
 
8) Do you have any aspirations to make a change in your practice? Use a new skill? 
Engage in a different behavior?  
 
a. If so, what has inspired you to make this change? As a participant, active 
learning is so important... 
 
9) Do you have any suggestions for improvement regarding the Critical Friends Group 
Coaches’ Institute? 
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APPENDIX AD 
 
Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute 
Participant Interview Protocol 3 
 
Participant Interview Protocol –  
Interview each participant once at the conclusion of day 5 
Estimated Time 30-45 minutes 
 
Pseudo-Name of Interview Participant __________________________________________ 
Interview Guide: 
 
You have now completed 40 hours of training during the Critical Friends Groups Coaches’ 
Institute. I am still curious about your experiences as a participant in the training as well as how 
you are interpreting your experiences?  
1) I’d like us to focus our final conversation around any pivotal, professional moments that 
may have occurred over the course of your CFG training?  
 
a. Did you have that type of pivotal experience? 
 
 
b. Can you describe that moment for me? 
 
 
c. Can we explore the circumstances surrounding that moment more in depth? 
 
 
d. How was that moment cultivated? 
 
 
e. Could such a similar moment or experience be cultivated in your school? Within 
your own collaborative team? PLC? How? What are the challenges? 
 
2) As you conclude the CFG Coaches’ Institute, I’d like for you to consider this statement 
and complete it related to the goals of the Institute as set out for you on the 1
st
 day: 
I used to (think, understand, or behave) ________________________, 
but now I (think, understand, behave) _________________________ 
 
What prompted this change in thought, understanding or behavior?  
Could a similar circumstance be cultivated back in your own school? What are the obstacles? 
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APPENDIX AE 
 
Georgia State University 
Department of Educational Policy Studies 
 
Informed Consent 
 
Building Community in Schools: 
Narratives of Possibilities and Limitations in Critical Friends Groups 
 
 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Jami Berry 
Student Principal Investigator: Ms. Shannon N. Kersey 
 
I.    Purpose: 
 
You are being invited to participate voluntarily in the above titled research study. The purpose of 
this study is to examine how participants experience a Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute. 
You are being invited to participate because you are a teacher or administrator participating in a 
Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute. A total of 4 participants will be invited to participate 
in this study. Participation will require 1 – 2 hours of your time during the already scheduled 5 
days (40 hours) of the CFG Coaches’ Institute training.  
 
 
II. Procedures: 
 
If you decide to participate, you will be observed during your normal participation in the 
Critical Friends Group Coaches’ Institute. You will be asked to submit to the researcher the 
artifacts that you use and/or create during the CFG Coaches’ Institute. Additionally, you 
will be interviewed by the researcher at the site where the CFG Coaches’ Institute is taking 
place. You will also be asked to complete a short questionnaire when the CFG Coaches’ 
Institute begins and at the conclusion of the CFG Coaches’ Institute. There is no cost to 
participate in this study, and you will not be compensated for your participation.  
 
III. Risks:  
 
In this study, you will not have any more risks than you would in a normal day of life.  
 
IV. Benefits:  
 
Participation in this study may benefit you personally, offAutumng you additional time for 
professional reflection that may benefit you cognitively and emotionally. Overall, we hope to gain  
information about the experience of participation in a Critical Friends Groups Coaches’ 
Institute and gain understanding about the types of circumstances that may lead to 
professionally significant transformational moments for educators. 
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V. Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal:  
 
Participation in research is voluntary. You do not have to be in this study. If you decide to be 
in the study and change your mind, you have the right to drop out at any time. You may skip 
activities, choose not to answer questions or stop participating at any time. Whatever you 
decide, you will not lose any benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.  
 
VI. Confidentiality:  
 
We will keep your records private to the extent allowed by law. Only the principal investigator 
and the student principal investigator will have access to the information you provide. 
Information may also be shared with those who make sure the study is done correctly (GSU 
Institutional Review Board, and the Office for Human Research Protection (OHRP). The data 
will be kept for 6 years after completion of the study before being destroyed. We will use an 
alias rather than your name on study records, and only the student principal investigator will 
know the association of you to your alias. The information you provide will be stored in a locked 
cabinet and the alias key will be stored separately from the data to protect privacy. Your name 
and other facts that might point to you will not appear when we present this study or publish its 
results. You will not be identified personally. 
 
 
VII.  Contact Persons:  
 
Contact Dr. Jami Berry at 404-413-8258 or jberry2@gsu.edu or Ms. Shannon N. Kersey at 770-363-
2496 or skersey1@student.gsu.edu if you have questions, concerns, or complaints about this study. 
You can also call if you think you have been harmed by the study. Call Susan Vogtner in the Georgia 
State University Office of Research Integrity at 404-413-3513 or svogtner1@gsu.edu if you want 
to talk to someone who is not part of the study team. You can talk about questions, concerns, or 
suggestions about the study. You can also call Susan Vogtner if you have questions or concerns 
about your rights in this study.  
 
VIII. Copy of Consent Form to Subject:  
 
We will give you a copy of this consent form to keep. 
 
If you are willing to volunteer for this research, please sign below.  
 
 ____________________________________________   
 Participant            Date  
 
 ___________________________________________      
            Principal Investigator or Researcher Obtaining Consent      Date 
 
